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ABSTRACT 
Despite a rich stream of qualitative research demonstrating that brands gain 
meaning as individual consumers engage in relationships with them, most branding 
research and practice proceeds on the assumption that brand meaning is predominantly 
consensual and shared across consumers. The assumption of consensus underpins the 
branding practices used by most companies today, which strive for consistency, 
simplicity, and clarity in a brand’s positioning. Still, this assumption has not been 
empirically validated by systematic research. Hence we do not know whether brand 
meaning is predominantly consensual, as generally assumed, or idiosyncratic to 
individual consumers.    
Based on a conceptual model inspired by the Social Relations Model for 
interpersonal perception, three empirical studies with more than 50 brands in nine 
consumption domains test the assumption of consensus and find that, contrary to 
prevailing wisdom, a brand’s meaning is predominantly idiosyncratic rather than 
consensual. Managers miss a lot of what brands mean to consumers when they focus only 
on meanings that are shared across individuals. 
Managing idiosyncratic meanings requires different tools than managing 
  viii 
consensus, but managers are ill-equipped for this task because no prior research has 
investigated what makes brand meaning more or less idiosyncratic or how managerial 
actions can influence idiosyncrasy. This dissertation first explores which brand 
characteristics are associated with higher idiosyncrasy. Two studies suggest that brands 
are more idiosyncratic as they become more familiar to consumers and when consumed 
in private rather than in public. Secondly, four studies investigate how marketer-led 
interactions between consumers and brands, in the forms of marketing communications 
and direct experience, impact brand idiosyncrasy. Results suggest that narrative 
communications lead to more idiosyncratic meaning than argument-based 
communications. They also indicate that increased brand experience results in higher 
idiosyncrasy. Overall, this pattern of results suggests that brands become more or less 
idiosyncratic depending on how and how much they interact with consumers. 
Based on the findings that brands are predominantly idiosyncratic rather than 
consensual and that brand idiosyncrasy can be measured, predicted, and managed, this 
research argues for a reconsideration of current theories and practices related to brand 
positioning and meaning management. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
“We had two major outcomes [in the global brand refresh project]. One 
was to drive absolute clarity and alignment around the purpose of the 
Kellogg’s brand and what it stood for, and the second was to align and 
create a fresh identity system for the Kellogg’s brand that accompanied all 
our executions around the world (…) We’ve just consolidated 42 Kellogg 
company sites down to one company site so that had to have its own 
identity system and clear architecture of what it was standing for (…) So 
it’s all part of a bigger play of cleaning up the way we look at our brands 
and our company.” 
Mark Baynes, CMO of Kellogg Co. (Rooney 2012) 
 
“We can’t manage what happens out there [with the online repercussions 
of the Priceless campaign]. It has taken on a life of its own. When you’re 
tapping into that consumer desire to have a piece of it, you have to take the 
good with the bad.” 
Lawrence Flanagan, CMO at MasterCard Worldwide (Elliott 2006) 
 
The two opening quotes represent alternative branding traditions that currently 
coexist in brand management and research (Allen, Fournier, and Miller 2008). The most 
well-established tradition, pioneered by the Procter & Gamble company and 
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conceptualized in terms of traditional information processing frameworks, centers on the 
figure of the brand manager as the creator and disseminator of brand meaning (Aaker 
1991; Keller 1993; Low and Fullerton 1994; Park, Jaworski, and Maclnnis 1986). This 
tradition is followed successfully if consumers associate a brand with a simple, 
compelling, and differentiated core message that is consistently conveyed by the 
company through all available touch points (Keller 1999; Mitchell 2002; Ries and Trout 
2000). The second opening quote relates to an alternative branding tradition, which 
combines recent developments in information technology with conceptual frameworks 
associated with Consumer Culture Theory to emphasize consumers as co-creators of 
brand meaning (Arnould and Thompson 2005; Deighton and Kornfeld 2009; Fournier 
and Avery 2011; McCracken 1986). This tradition offers a dramatically different recipe 
for success, which centers on brand managers being attuned to new meanings emerging 
from subcultures or cultural movements and allowing for enough flexibility so that 
consumers and other stakeholders can instill a brand with their own resonant meanings 
(Diamond et al. 2009; Fournier, Solomon, and Englis 2008; Holt 2004; McCracken 2009; 
Schouten and McAlexander 1995).  
These conflicting roles and definitions of success for the brand manager are based 
on different assumptions about how brand meaning is distributed across consumers. The 
first, most well-established tradition is based on an assumption of consensus, according to 
which consumers mostly agree on what brands stand for (Keller 2008, p. 52). A brand 
means what consumers agree it means (John et al. 2006). This assumption is consistent 
with traditional information processing theory, which proposes that individuals should 
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agree on how they perceive an identical input and frames variability in meaning as the 
result of unwanted error in the processes associated with the perception of this input 
(Janiszewski 2008a). Hence, differences in how consumers perceive a brand are devoid 
of any significant implications besides signaling mistakes in message content or delivery 
that should be minimized (Aaker 1991). In contrast, the second tradition assumes brands 
to be heterogeneous entities: a brand gains meaning as it helps individual consumers 
fulfill their personal goals within circumscribed socio-cultural contexts (Fournier 1998). 
This assumption derives from cultural and semiotic theories that frame meaning 
heterogeneity as the unequal distribution and usage of symbolic resources across 
individuals in society, and therefore a core phenomenon to be investigated in social life 
(Arnould and Thompson 2005).  
Given the importance of the assumptions of consensus and heterogeneity in the 
definition of the brand manager’s role and what success looks like, surprisingly little 
research has taken on the task of empirically verifying them. The autonomous 
development of research within each tradition has led to a curious situation in which 
some scholars show empirical evidence indicating that it is relatively unproblematic to 
find consensus in brand meaning (Zaltman and Coulter 1995) while others show evidence 
for lack of consensus (Hirschman 1981) and meaning heterogeneity (Ritson, Elliott, and 
Eccles 1996), without any attempts at reconciling these findings. Even more importantly, 
no previous research has ever investigated what makes brand meaning more consensual 
or heterogeneous. Brand consensus and heterogeneity remain as more or less implicit 
assumptions, with no empirically grounded guidance for the brand manager on how to 
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deal with them. 
From a managerial perspective, three main questions emerge from this discussion 
to guide the present research. First, should heterogeneity in brand meaning even be a 
concern at all? Consistent with the dominant branding tradition, managers typically 
ignore individually-held associations to capture “the” manifest meaning of a brand, 
focusing on the brand associations that are shared by consumers in a given segment or 
market (e.g., Dillon et al. 2001; John et al. 2006). This approach is certainly advisable as 
long as brand meaning is predominantly consensual. However, there is little reason to 
ignore individually-held associations if they constitute a more prevalent component of 
brand meaning than shared associations. Second, are there contextual variables that 
impact the degree of heterogeneity in meanings? In other words, is it possible to say 
which brands are more likely to contain heterogeneous meaning? Third, is it possible for 
managers to impact heterogeneity in brand meanings? The answer to this last question 
would provide guidance for the manager that intends to increase or decrease 
heterogeneity in meaning.     
A fourth potential question would concern which of the two branding traditions 
leads to more effective managerial prescriptions or, more specifically, whether 
heterogeneity in meaning increases or decreases brand strength and value. This 
dissertation does not address this question, mainly for three reasons. First, the 
marketplace success of brands that represent each of the two branding traditions suggests 
that both of them can work, so that both consensus and heterogeneity in meaning may 
result in brand strength depending on how they come about and on the cultural and 
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personal resonance of the meaning(s) involved. Given the number of potential moderators 
of the effect of heterogeneity on brand strength, it wouldn’t be surprising if the main 
effect was not even significant. Second, the three aforementioned questions maintain 
their relevance regardless of whether heterogeneity hurts or helps a brand. If it hurts, 
managers should know when to worry and what actions to take in order to reduce 
heterogeneity; if it helps, the prescription is reversed but equally relevant. And third, the 
current competing conceptualizations and assumptions regarding the distribution of brand 
meanings across consumers require prior groundwork that establishes a robust conceptual 
model and measurement system, as well as initial insights about antecedents of 
heterogeneity in meaning before the substantial question of effectiveness can be 
appropriately addressed.   
Addressing these managerial questions requires rejecting the apparent 
incommensurability of branding traditions with different theoretical underpinnings and 
preferred research methodologies. It requires a purposefully-integrative approach that 
moves the focus away from potential conflicts between psychological and socio-cultural 
perspectives to find how scholars from each of these perspectives have held equally 
conflicting assumptions about consensus and heterogeneity in meaning. The first chapter 
in this dissertation attempts such integrative reconstruction of the extant literature by 
investigating how research from different traditions has dealt with two related substantial 
issues: 1) whether social cohesion and the social construction of meaning implies 
consensus; and 2) whether meaning emanates from the target of perception, such that 
non-biased perceivers should agree when they observe the same target, or whether 
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meaning is constructed by perceivers who perceive the same target differently.  
The second chapter delves into each branding tradition and their assumptions of 
consensus and heterogeneity, articulating how these assumptions have been proposed and 
the main constructs developed to capture them. It also discusses how the theoretical 
orientations and methodological approaches pursued in previous research may have led to 
conflicting findings regarding whether brand meaning is consensual or heterogeneous.   
Building on the extant literature regarding consensus and heterogeneity in 
meaning in general, and in brand meaning in particular, the third chapter proposes a 
conceptual model that is inspired in the Social Relations Model for interpersonal 
perception (Kenny 1994). This model frames brand meaning in terms of the independent 
effects of (1) brands as targets of perception, (2) consumers as perceivers of brands, and 
(3) consumer-brand relationships. To state it simply, a brand exerts an effect as target of 
perception to the extent that it elicits agreed-upon associations, for instance, if consumers 
agree that BMW is more exciting than the average car. A consumer has an effect as 
perceiver as he or she has a particular tendency to associate all brands with a given 
meaning. For example, if John believes more so than the average consumer that all car 
brands are exciting. Finally, consumer-brand relationships impact meaning if each 
consumer sees each brand in a unique way, e.g., if John thinks of BMW as more exciting 
than how consumers agree it is (the target effect) and how he sees car brands in general 
(the perceiver effect) because of something specific to his BMW relationship. In essence, 
the proposed model decomposes the variance associated with each of these three effects. 
The variance in target effects can be called consensus, since it captures how much 
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consumers agree on the meanings of brands. Importantly, this model decomposes 
heterogeneity in brand meaning into the variance associated with perceiver effects 
(assimilation) and the variance associated with consumer-brand relationship effects 
(idiosyncrasy). As demonstrated in this chapter, this conceptualization is fundamentally 
different from previous models dedicated to the empirical exploration of variance in 
brand meaning, where heterogeneity is defined in terms of a single continuum 
(Hirschman 1981; Luo, Raithel, and Wiles 2013). Having disentangled the three 
components of brand meaning, the investigation focuses on the consumer-brand 
relationship effect and its associated variance, idiosyncrasy.  
The proposed conceptual model allows for the translation of the three 
aforementioned managerial questions into the following research questions: (1) Is brand 
meaning predominantly consensual or idiosyncratic? (2) What brand characteristics are 
associated with higher levels of brand idiosyncrasy? (3) How does the interaction 
between consumers and brands impact brand idiosyncrasy? Chapter four offers specific 
hypotheses that address each of these three questions. The main tenet in the development 
of these hypotheses is that the interaction between consumers and brands, both in terms 
of how they interact and how much they interact, impacts idiosyncrasy. The following 
chapter reports nine studies that tested the proposed hypotheses associated with each of 
the three key research questions.  
The main contributions of this dissertation are to propose idiosyncrasy as a new 
aspect of brand meaning that merits systematic empirical investigation and to offer the 
first steps in that direction. An innovative conceptual model is provided that articulates 
  
8 
the possibility for brands to contain both consensual and idiosyncratic components of 
meaning. Results show that, even though it is certainly possible to find consensus in 
brand meanings, brands are predominantly idiosyncratic rather than consensual. Brand 
idiosyncrasy cannot be dismissed as irrelevant. Nor can it be framed as random error, 
because the degree to which brands are idiosyncratic can be systematically predicted 
based on their characteristics and, most importantly, managers directly influence brand 
idiosyncrasy by the actions they take or by their support of certain consumer actions.  
Three different streams in the branding literature may directly benefit from this 
dissertation. First, research on brand positioning may be expanded to encourage 
marketers to manage the different ways in which the brand may be perceived by 
consumers, rather than single-mindedly promoting one brand meaning to consumers. 
Second, because the conceptual model proposed here isolates brand meaning at the 
consumer-brand relationship level, brand relationship researchers may extend the link 
between relationships and brand meaning beyond one-to-one associations between 
relationship types and particular attributes (e.g., brand friendships and sincerity: Aaker, 
Fournier, and Brasel 2004), for instance by exploring customer segments based on 
relationship types. Third, the literature on brand meaning mapping (Dillon et al. 2001; 
John et al. 2006) gains a conceptual and methodological approach that may be used by 
managers to better understand the idiosyncratic meanings of their brands. The final 
chapter expands on these themes and concludes this dissertation with a discussion of 
theoretical and managerial implications of its results.  
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CONSENSUS AND HETEROGENEITY IN MEANING 
This section integrates theoretical and methodological solutions proposed by 
scholars from different disciplines outside of consumer behavior, in an effort to inform a 
broader point of view on the issue of consensus and heterogeneity in meaning. This issue 
is discussed from two complementary perspectives. From a collective point of view, 
different theories articulate whether and how consensus, or a shared sense of reality, is 
fundamentally implicated in social life. From an individual perspective, the core question 
is whether meaning resides in the targets of perception, and therefore consensus emerges 
among non-biased perceivers, or individuals play an active role in meaning making, 
which leads to necessary heterogeneity across different people observing the same target. 
The Social Construction of Meaning 
Consensual meanings, or shared representations, have long been considered an 
essential element of social life (Carley 1991; Durkheim 1965). Many conceptualizations 
of culture center on the notion that shared beliefs and knowledge within a given society 
help individuals make sense of their experiences (D’Andrade 1995; Geertz 1973; Tylor 
1958). Accordingly, the task of understanding social life involves abstracting 
idiosyncratic speech and experiences to capture the shared system of symbols that orient 
and bring meaning to these experiences (Geertz 1975; Lévi-Strauss 1963). However, the 
extent to which the interpretation of symbols is shared within a given society was 
questioned by studies that directly demonstrated variations in meaning across participants 
(Fernandez 1965; Stromberg 1981) and by the observation that different studies of the 
same social group may yield dramatically different interpretations (Brady 1983; Weiner 
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1983). How would an ethnographer be able to induct a shared system of symbols by 
assuming “the native point of view” (Geertz 1975) if natives themselves disagree on what 
these symbols mean? For the purposes of the present study, three approaches to this issue 
may be briefly reviewed.  
Some ethnographers approach heterogeneity in meaning from a methodological 
perspective as a potential source of data-collection error (Romney, Weller, and 
Batchelder 1986). They assume unequal distribution of a “common truth:” culture 
concerns a common knowledge base (Romney and Moore 1998) and individuals vary in 
cultural competence depending on their level of access to this common knowledge base 
(Romney 1999). Hence, the ethnographer gains access to this common knowledge base 
by adjusting each individual’s answer based on his or her level of cultural competence. 
Based on these assumptions, an analytical method estimates the “right” answer to a 
question about a culture as a function of the level of agreement across informants while 
correcting for their competence level and for spurious agreement, i.e., the possibility that 
informants guess the same wrong answer to a question (Borgatti 1994). In essence, the 
method involves a factor analysis with an inverted dataset where the questions are 
distributed in the rows and informants in the columns. A single factor solution with a 
high eigenvalue for the first factor indicates consensus in a given cultural domain 
(Caulkins and Hyatt 1999), which within this perspective increases the confidence of the 
ethnographer in his or her findings.  
Other scholars developed new theoretical approaches to explain how different 
knowledge bases develop within a cultural environment. As individuals engage in daily 
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practices, they develop particular ways of interpreting objects and experiences that vary 
as a function of social boundaries such as social class (Bourdieu 1984). The search for 
consensus can then be substituted with the investigation of the separate knowledge bases 
that are culturally available, how they are communicated, and how individuals use these 
knowledge bases as they interact with the social organization (Barth 2002). Important in 
this analysis is creating a space for individual creativity and improvisation (Rosaldo 
1985), as social facts gain meaning through individual actions in particular contexts 
rather than as mere reproduction of scripted social roles and expectations (Holland et al. 
1998). The mechanisms and practices through which knowledge is communicated and 
reproduced influence its level of coherence and standardization, because they may create 
more or less opportunities and demand for improvisation (Barth 1993).  
A third approach frames the issue of consensus and heterogeneity as a problem to 
interlocutors: how is social interaction even possible, if individuals approach the same 
situation with different knowledge bases and interpretive frames? Common ground, 
which is defined as speakers’ mutual knowledge, assumptions, and beliefs, has to be 
achieved and updated for meaningful dialogue to be possible (Clark, Schreuder, and 
Buttrick 1983). For example, speakers need to agree on the nature of the situation being 
discussed, e.g., where, when, and why described events happen, and who is being 
discussed (Zwaan and Radvansky 1998). Therefore, conversation is possible because 
speakers make more or less conscious attempts at achieving and updating common 
ground (Clark and Brennan 1991), constantly aligning the meaning of each other’s 
utterances throughout the course of conversation (Garrod and Pickering 2004). The 
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alignment process operates largely outside of awareness through interactive priming 
mechanisms, such as when individuals repeat the same words used by the other party in 
the conversation or nod their heads, but when automatic processes are not sufficient more 
effortful activities are engaged to update common ground (Pickering and Garrod 2004). 
Communicators may even tune their messages to better match the knowledge and 
attitudes of the receiver in order to establish a sense of shared reality, in a process that 
actually shapes the communicators’ memory toward higher agreement with the receiver 
(Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009; Higgins 1992).  
When brought together, these streams of research reveal that, even though it is 
possible to find consensus within a cultural domain, social facts gain meaning as 
individuals apply their available knowledge bases to make sense of specific interactions 
with others in a given social context. Shared meanings are not received a priori to help 
individuals live in society; rather, they are provisional products of social interaction in 
highly localized contexts.  
The Role of Perceivers and Targets in Meaning Making 
The degree to which meaning is derived from the target of perception versus 
individual perceivers is a recurring research theme in many fields of study. This section 
explores this issue from three perspectives that vary based on the definition of the target 
as physical objects, persons, or symbols and signs.  
Traditional information processing approaches (e.g., Posner 1978) assume object 
perception to be a passive process (Ben-Zeev 1984). In essence, meaning creation starts 
as a physical process driven by the target of perception and the role of perceivers is 
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limited to matching, as unequivocally as possible, the stimulus received to its 
corresponding mental representation. This research typically focuses on understanding 
and detailing sequential processes involving stimulus reception (attention), selection of 
the most relevant available representation of the stimulus (perception), matching of the 
selected representation with a set of memory representations (comprehension), and action 
planning (Hommel et al. 2001; Janiszewski 2008a). In contrast, recent research proposes 
perception to be an active process by showing that perception and action are not two 
fundamentally different processes (Pulvermüller and Fadiga 2010). Perception concerns 
actively producing information by performing body movements (e.g., eyes, head, and 
hands) and allocating cognitive resources appropriately; similarly, action requires 
constantly processing information about the actor and the environment. What enables 
these processes is the coding and storage of stimulus representations and plans for action 
in a common domain of representation (Prinz 1990).  
Central to the perception-action linkage is the notion of affordances, which 
concerns the possible actions that an object offers to the perceiver (Gibson 1986). Typical 
examples of affordances involve the climbability of stairs (Warren 1984) or the sitting 
affordance of chairs (Mark 1987). This theoretical perspective assumes that perception 
involves establishing a relation between target and perceiver in terms of what the 
perceiver can do with the object (Chemero 2003). Rather than perceiving the properties 
of objects, individuals perceive their functionality (Gibson 1986). Importantly, the 
affordance of a target varies across individuals because individuals do not have the same 
abilities (Warren 1984). Hence, perception is neither driven by the target nor arbitrarily 
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defined by the perceiver. It involves establishing a (functional) relationship between 
target features and the abilities of the perceiver, which in combination define what the 
target affords to the perceiver (Chemero 2003).    
The interactive nature and representational commonality between perception and 
action sheds light on two mechanisms that may result in meaning heterogeneity. First, 
representations of stimuli are not fixed in memory but rather constructed online in a way 
that helps the perceiver perform a task in a given environment (Hommel et al. 2001; 
Janiszewski 2008b). Hence, both the goals of the perceiver and the context of perception 
will shape the meaning of an object, generating heterogeneity in meaning across 
perceivers (Janiszewski 2008a). Second, because perceptions and actions are not 
separated in memory, variances in how people experience an object may be directly 
associated with heterogeneity in the meaning of this object, without any need for effortful 
processing or conscious linkage between the object and the experience (Janiszewski 
2008b).  
The role of the perceiver is also extensively articulated in social perception, 
mostly in terms of biases and expectation effects (Higgins and Bargh 1987). In effect, 
previous research identified so many different sources of bias that some scholars found 
the need to advocate for the mere possibility of a functional level of accuracy in the 
perception of social reality (Funder 2001; Jussim 1991). The implications of perceivers’ 
role to consensus and heterogeneity, though, were more directly investigated by the 
Social Relations Model, which has been extensively developed, validated, and codified 
over more than thirty years (Kenny 1981, 1994; Kenny, Kashy, and Cook 2006).  
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The Social Relations Model identifies three sources of perceptions: the target, the 
perceiver, and the relationship between them (Kenny 1994). To illustrate, if Mary is 
asked how sincere her friend Jane is, her answer will be a function of the characteristics 
of (1) Jane, the target of perception, i.e., the extent to which people in general tend to see 
Jane as sincere; (2) Mary the perceiver, i.e., the extent to which Mary thinks that all 
people in general are sincere; and (3) the specific relationship Mary has with Jane, e.g., 
because they are friends, Mary feels that Jane is more sincere with her than with other 
people. Consensus is a function of the target effect on perception: to the extent that the 
signals that Jane sends out drive other people’s perceptions of her, a general agreement 
will form around who Jane is. Heterogeneity, in turn, involves two separate effects of 
perceivers and target-perceiver relationships. First, people will agree less on how they 
perceive Jane if each person has a strong view of how people in general are, i.e., if 
perceiver effects are strong. Second, people will also agree less if each person has a 
unique relationship with Jane. Because the Social Relations Model plays a central role in 
this dissertation’s conceptual model and methodology, it will be further discussed in the 
following sections.   
Semiotics, which studies the interpretation of signs and symbols, followed a 
similar trajectory as object perception with regard to the role of targets and perceivers. In 
this case, targets refer to any piece of communication, such as a written text, and 
perceivers are the receivers of a message. Initial models assumed an active role of the 
producer of signs and a passive role of the receiver (Shannon and Weaver 1949) and 
focused analysis on the signs themselves and their structural relationships, e.g., how signs 
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can be combined to form messages (Saussure 1966). The active role of receivers was 
subsequently articulated (Bakhtin 1986), which led to the possibility of multiple 
interpretations from the same sign (Bakhtin 1981). Even though the idea that texts have a 
single “correct” interpretation has been discredited (Sontag 1966), not all texts are 
equally open to multiple interpretations (Eco 1989). More precisely, even though a reader 
can use a given text in any way she wants because there is no obligation to stick to what 
is in the text, some texts afford a greater number of viable interpretations than others (Eco 
1981).  
The main theme that emerges from the three streams of research discussed in this 
section is that meaning derives from the interaction between target and perceiver. The 
Social Relations Model, which will be further discussed in the following sections, 
formally articulates this proposition in terms of target, perceiver, and relationship effects. 
Furthermore, the perception-action perspective highlights the role of direct experience in 
meaning creation, whereas the semiotic perspective indicates that objects may vary in the 
degree to which they offer multiple viable meanings to interpreters. 
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BRANDING PERSPECTIVES ON CONSENSUS AND HETEROGENEITY  
Two fundamentally different perspectives developed within branding theory with 
regard to consensus and heterogeneity in meaning. The dominant perspective, grounded 
in traditional information processing approaches, assumes that brand meaning is 
predominantly consensual and heterogeneity is an inherently uninteresting consequence 
of perceptual biases (Janiszewski 2008b). However, a contrasting perspective based in 
ethnographic and semiotic approaches claims that brand meaning is essentially 
heterogeneous because it is a function of individual sense making (Allen, Fournier, and 
Miller 2008). 
Brand Meaning as Shared Brand Associations 
Brand management has been traditionally conceptualized as the careful selection, 
implementation and control of a specific brand meaning over time (Park, Jaworski, and 
Maclnnis 1986). The essence of a brand manager’s job is to create a strong, favorable, 
and unique set of brand associations (Keller 1993), producing marketing advantages such 
as price premiums, more efficient marketing programs, and overall preference and market 
share (Hoeffler and Keller 2003). A fundamental assumption embedded in this approach 
is that the meaning of a brand is predominantly consensual: consumers may vary in terms 
of how favorable a particular brand association is, but “a majority of consumers” share 
the associations that constitute a brand’s meaning (Keller 2003, pp. 66–67). 
Because consumers are assumed to agree in their brand perceptions, brand 
meaning is assessed by simply aggregating a given set of brand associations across 
consumers. Even though individual variation in brand perception is acknowledged 
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(Huffman and Houston 1993), it is generally treated as a source of bias (Dillon et al. 
2001) or simply ignored as irrelevant. Normatively, the focus of the brand manager 
should be placed on the associations that are shared by many consumers to avoid 
diffusing the meaning of the brand (Aaker 1991). In practice, brand managers often start 
with qualitative research that identifies the associations each consumer associates with a 
brand (Zaltman 1997) and then aggregate these associations across consumers to build a 
“consensus brand map” (John et al. 2006). The brand map is a critical input in the 
selection of the brand meaning to be communicated to consumers (Park, Jaworski, and 
Maclnnis 1986). Strength and favorability of a brand’s meaning are then tracked over 
time by once again aggregating ratings of evaluations and beliefs regarding these 
associations across consumers (Keller 1993). In line with the traditional information 
processing models described in the previous section, the direction of causality is clearly 
defined from the brand manager who crafts the brand to consumers who, as larger or 
smaller collectives (segments), receive and evaluate the brand. 
Previous research typically aggregates the meaning of brands across individuals 
(Keller and Lehmann 2006), as for example when researchers investigate the effect of 
brand meaning on stock returns (Mizik and Jacobson 2008), consumers’ evaluations of 
brand extensions (Broniarczyk and Alba 1994), and priming effects on consumer 
behavior (Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008). This research assumes no 
relevant loss of meaning from aggregation, and therefore maintains that brand meaning is 
inherently consensual. 
Despite the widespread assumption of consensus that can be inferred from 
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managerial and academic practices, brand consensus per se has been generally absent as a 
topic for empirical estimation. Aaker (1991) proposed the concept of “clarity of the 
image,” which refers to how much consumers agree on their brand associations, as a 
critical precondition for brand strength. However, brand “clarity” is also discussed as the 
opposite of ambiguity (Aaker 1991, p. 152), which implies that the construct combines 
agreement across individuals and the co-occurrence of ambiguous meanings for the same 
individual. Unfortunately, to the best of the author’s knowledge, brand “clarity” has not 
been further specified nor empirically measured.  
The only stream of research that deals empirically with the issue of brand 
consensus is the ZMET tradition, which claims to find consensus across consumers with 
relative ease (Zaltman 2003). Its analytical approach is akin to the structuralist approach 
of ethnographers (Lévi-Strauss 1963) and semioticians (Saussure 1966) discussed in a 
previous section, because it focuses on the relationships between associations to create a 
brand’s mental map (Zaltman and Coulter 1995). Zaltman (2003) claims that consumers 
share the mental maps that organize how they think about a brand, which means that 
consensus operates at this higher level of abstraction that involves the structure of brand 
associations. Unfortunately, because mental maps are developed analytically by the 
researcher after searching for patterns in the data, the claim of consensus in the structure 
of brand associations is not empirically verifiable.  
Zaltman (1997) also claims high consensus across individuals in the constructs 
themselves, i.e., in elicited brand associations. A typical claim is that eight or fewer 
individuals suffice to generate a consensus map that captures 85% of the total number of 
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associations that can ever be mentioned with increases in sample size (Zaltman 1997).  
However, this claim requires an important clarification. The total number of associations 
mentioned in these studies is not based on raw data provided by individuals. Instead, it is 
the product of two analytical steps: 1) a content analysis that excludes and aggregates 
similar constructs, therefore impacting the degree to which the same associations are 
shared or different associations are elicited by consumers; and 2) the elimination of 
“unique or idiosyncratic responses” (Zaltman and Coulter 1995, p. 45). Even though the 
results reported by these authors certainly indicate some level of consensus in brand 
meaning, a systematic test of the assumption of consensus would benefit from an 
approach that incorporates idiosyncratic responses and restricts the analytical freedom of 
the researcher in defining whether consumers share the same brand association or not.  
The success of previous research that assumes brand consensus in developing a 
powerful corpus of theories and empirical generalizations already signals that there is 
some level of consensus across individuals on what brands mean to them. This indication 
is reinforced by ZMET-based research, which shows that it is possible to find consensus 
when consumer data is analyzed with this particular goal in mind. However, there are 
critical gaps in the conceptualization and empirical validation of consensus. Does 
consensus involve agreement across individuals, or ambiguity and confusion in the 
meanings of the brand for the same individual? Does it refer to consensus both in the 
brand associations and the more generic associations with the consumption domain? 
Moreover, empirical studies attest with reasonable certainty the existence of some level 
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of consensus but have yet to demonstrate that the meaning of the brand is predominantly 
consensual.  
Brands as Meaning Making Resources  
The understanding of brand perception as essentially consensual can be contrasted 
with a point of view that places individual variation at the center stage (Allen, Fournier, 
and Miller 2008). A core assumption of this alternative perspective is that consumers are 
co-creators of meaning (Thompson 1997). Within this rich tradition of research 
associated with Consumer Culture Theory, brands do not belong to managers; they are 
contextualized in the broader fabric of consumer culture (Arnould and Thompson 2005) 
in which consumers, brand managers and other agents negotiate and reinterpret brand 
narratives (McCracken 1986). Rather than mere receivers, consumers actively make 
sense of branded communications by selecting legitimate interpretations that facilitate the 
pursuit of their life themes and life projects (Mick and Buhl 1992). Consumers may even 
create opposing brand images and communications, actively contributing to the corpus of 
a brand’s meanings (Thompson, Rindfleisch, and Arsel 2006).  
Previous research documented how consumers create unique, idiosyncratic 
meanings in terms of the relationship between a product or brand and a person’s sense of 
self (Allen, Fournier, and Miller 2008). Consumers engage in personalizing rituals that 
bring mass-produced goods into their lives (McCracken 1986) and directly infuse their 
identities onto products (Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989). The process is 
reciprocating: brand meanings are integrated into consumers’ sense of self, at the same 
time shaping and being shaped by consumers’ identities in turn (Belk 1988; Park and 
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John 2010; Weiss and Johar 2013). This reciprocating process of idiosyncratic meaning 
making cannot be explained simply by usage or ownership effects because it is 
fundamentally tied to the broader context of that person’s life experiences and personal 
projects (Fournier 1998). More recent theorizing has shown that consumers process 
brand-relevant information differently if they are more highly connected with the brand 
(Ferraro, Kirmani, and Matherly 2013; Swaminathan, Page, and Gürhan-Canli 2007). 
Another mechanism associated with variations in the meaning of a brand involves 
the use of narratives (Deighton, Romer, and McQueen 1989; Escalas 2004; Stern 1994). 
A brand may author a multiplicity of narratives that form a network of meanings to be 
used in different ways by consumers (Diamond et al. 2009; Kozinets 2001). Consumers 
also position brands as characters of different culturally-available narratives, resulting in 
dramatic variations in meaning across consumers (Luedicke, Thompson, and Giesler 
2010). Within this tradition, the most powerful brands are embedded within narratives 
that lend themselves to multiple interpretations because they involve confusion, 
contradictions, and multiple layers of meaning (Brown, Kozinets, and Sherry 2003; 
Brown, McDonagh, and Shultz II 2013).  
A third mechanism that relates to variations in brand meaning across consumers 
concerns recent changes on how consumers and brands interact. If the once-dominant 
broadcast model of brand communication enabled managers to promote consensus 
through the efficient dissemination of consistent messages, the current web-enabled, 
interactive media environment dramatically increases the power of consumers over the 
meaning of brands (Deighton and Kornfeld 2009; Fournier and Avery 2011). Consumers 
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increasingly go online to share their brand experiences and to learn about brands from the 
experiences of others (Pitt et al. 2002). Increased access to production technologies has 
also enabled consumers to produce their own advertisements to support (Muñiz and 
Schau 2005) or oppose (Thompson, Rindfleisch, and Arsel 2006) brands. Besides 
changing how brands are communicated, digital technologies have also transformed the 
brand experience itself, moving it away from the provision of mass-produced goods 
toward a more service-oriented focus on value-creating processes performed by 
consumers (Vargo and Lusch 2004). Rather than selling products, companies are selling 
experiences, and brands like Amazon or eBay evolve through the personalized 
experiences that consumers have with them (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004). Well-
established brands such as Pampers, Dove, Coca-Cola, and Pepsi adapt their practices to 
accommodate consumers’ more prominent say on what they stand for (Fournier and 
Avery 2011), and some brands, such as Red Bull, are co-created with consumers from the 
start (Wipperfürth 2005). In this scenario, the degree to which brands are more “open” or 
“closed” to co-creation becomes a relevant strategic choice for managers (Pitt et al. 2006).  
These three mechanisms are directly implicated in the construct of consumer-
brand relationships, which captures the pattern of interactions between a consumer and a 
brand within a given socio-cultural context (Fournier 1998). An essential role of 
consumer-brand relationships is to bring (idiosyncratic) meaning to the lives of 
consumers as they orient themselves toward their personal goals and life themes 
(Fournier 1998). Relational frames have different levels of abstraction, varying from the 
general class of brands to each specific brand relationships (Mende, Bolton, and Bitner 
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2013) and influence how consumers make sense of a brand’s actions and respond to them 
(Aaker, Fournier, and Brasel 2004; Aggarwal 2004). Hence, the meaning of a brand 
evolves with the relationship that each consumer develops with it (Fournier 2009). 
Even though a significant stream of work proposes that brand meaning lies in the 
individual consumer’s experience with a brand, brand meaning heterogeneity is rarely the 
focus of attention in the extant literature. Only one previous study empirically tested the 
degree to which the meaning of products and brands is consensual or heterogeneous. 
Hirschman (1981) defined “commonality of meaning” in strict terms as the presence or 
absence of shared product associations across all consumers within a population; 
analogously, “idiosyncracy” (sic) concerned product associations held by only one 
consumer in a population. Hence, commonality and idiosyncrasy formed two opposite 
poles of a single dimension, whereby all consumers or nobody agreed in a given product 
or brand association. She concludes that there exists a lack of commonality of meaning 
because no association was mentioned by all participants in a free response elicitation 
task, whereas about 24 percent or mentions were idiosyncratic (Hirschman 1981). This 
research has two important limitations. First, by conceptualizing commonality and 
idiosyncrasy in absolute terms, i.e., as associations held by all consumers or by only one 
of them, most of the meaning of the products investigated was not captured in the test of 
the hypotheses, i.e., the 76% of mentions that were neither absolutely consensual nor 
idiosyncratic. Second, the free elicitation method allows people to mention elements from 
distinct dimensions of meaning, which confounds idiosyncrasy with the salience of 
different meanings. For instance, some consumers associated Breyers® ice cream with 
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one of its flavors, such as “vanilla” or “chocolate,” others with product associations, such 
as “cold,” and others with associations that could relate to the product or the brand, such 
as “creamy” or “delicious” (Hirschman 1981). This variation does not reflect agreement 
or disagreement. Instead, it points to the salience of different types of associations that a 
brand or product may have.  
Another related study investigated outcomes associated with the variance in 
ratings of brand quality over time, which is termed brand dispersion (Luo, Raithel, and 
Wiles 2013). Even though variance is a well-known indicator of heterogeneity, its 
operationalization conflated between-subjects and within-subject variation, as 
acknowledged by the authors (Luo, Raithel, and Wiles 2013, p. 401). Consumers may 
disagree on the meaning of a brand at a given point in time, and the same consumer may 
vary in the meaning of a brand over time, for instance because new experiences changed 
his or her perspective on the brand. For the purposes of the present research, this 
approach has a critical limitation: it overestimates heterogeneity in meaning by conflating 
two different manifestations of heterogeneity, i.e., between- and within-individual, that 
are driven by fundamentally different processes. 
In summary, even though the extant literature points to potential sources of 
heterogeneity in brand meaning, no previous research directly tested its antecedents. 
Furthermore, the few exceptions that directly measured heterogeneity offer different 
conceptualizations and inconclusive evidence regarding its predominance over consensus. 
When contrasted with previously discussed research on brand consensus, the branding 
literature offers two contradictory claims, that brand meaning is essentially consensual 
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and heterogeneous, without a well-defined conceptualization and robust set of empirical 
findings to support these claims. 
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A COMPONENTIAL MODEL OF BRAND MEANING 
This section describes a conceptual model that, inspired by the Social Relations 
Model of interpersonal perception (Kenny 1994), decomposes brand meaning in terms of 
the effects of targets, relationships, and perceivers. This conceptual model acknowledges 
the effect of targets as a source of brand consensus and the effect of consumer-brand 
relationships as a source of brand idiosyncrasy, while also unveiling the effect of 
perceivers as a source of brand assimilation and accommodating measurement effects on 
brand ratings. The proposed model offers a privileged perspective from which to 
investigate research questions regarding the prevalence and antecedents of idiosyncrasy 
in brand meaning because of its clear and straightforward mathematical expression and 
the possibility of leveraging a long tradition of experimental research on interpersonal 
perception (Biesanz, West, and Millevoi 2007; Kenny et al. 1992; Malloy et al. 1995, 
1997; Park, Kraus, and Ryan 1997; Srivastava, Guglielmo, and Beer 2010; Wood, Harms, 
and Vazire 2010). 
The Social Relations Model  
The Social Relations Model defines interpersonal perception as a social 
construction involving targets, perceivers, and target-perceiver relationships (Kenny 
1994). Our perceptions of a given person are a function of: (1) this person’s behaviors, 
physical appearance and expressions as targets of perception; (2) our own propensities to 
see people in general in a particular way, which may derive from working models of 
others as trustworthy or unreliable (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991) or the projection of 
our traits onto others (Wood, Harms, and Vazire 2010); (3) the specific relationship we 
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have with this person, which offers us a unique series of interactions that are influenced 
by the characteristics of the relationship (Baldwin 1992; Lemay and Clark 2008; Lemay, 
Clark, and Feeney 2007).  
In mathematical terms, Kenny (1981) defines perceiver i’s rating of target j on 
measure k in terms of: 
(1)              Xijk = µ + αi + βj + γij + εijk,  
where µ is the constant or global mean across targets and perceivers, αi is the extent to 
which perceiver i rates all targets higher or lower than the global mean (the perceiver 
effect), βj is the degree to which target j is rated higher or lower than average by all 
perceivers (the target effect), γij is perceiver i’s unique rating of j (the relationship effect) 
after controlling for perceiver and target effects, and εijk represents measurement effects.  
The Social Relations Model is essentially a random effects model that partitions 
the variance of ratings into the components of equation (1). Kenny (1994) refers to the 
variance associated with target effects (σβj
2
) as consensus: if perceivers agree on how 
they perceive targets, there is variance in target effects. The variance associated with 
relationship effects (σγij
2
) is called uniqueness, as it represents the degree to which each 
perceiver has a unique view of targets. Finally, the variance in perceiver effects (σαi
2
) 
represents the degree to which perceivers tend to perceive targets in general as having 
more or less of a given trait and therefore is called assimilation (Kenny 1994). 
The programmatic stream of research that evolved from the Social Relations 
Model includes more than 150 published papers that mainly cover issues related to 
consensus and heterogeneity in interpersonal perception (Albright, Kenny, and Malloy 
  
29 
1988). This dissertation benefits from the Social Relations Model because it allows for 
the conceptualization and measurement of consensus and heterogeneity in meaning, 
while other potential approaches focus only on consensus (Romney, Weller, and 
Batchelder 1986) or heterogeneity (Luo, Raithel, and Wiles 2013). Hence, it addresses 
the question of whether brand meaning is predominantly idiosyncratic or consensual, 
rather than merely testing whether there is consensus or idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. It 
also offers a powerful platform from which to investigate antecedents of idiosyncrasy in 
brand meaning with a well-established experimental paradigm where the different 
sources of variance are used as dependent variables (Kenny 1994; Kenny, Kashy, and 
Cook 2006). 
The Social Relations Model has only been used in marketing to investigate 
interactions between salespeople and buyers (Cronin 1994) and to explore whether 
consumers use brands as signals of social identity in social interaction (Polonsky and 
Coulter 2012). The latter study found mixed evidence for a relationship between a 
consumer’s personality traits and other people’s inferences about his or her brand 
preferences (Polonsky and Coulter 2012). No prior study has approached the Social 
Relations Model from the perspective of the consumer-brand interaction rather than 
social interaction. Despite the fact that the Social Relations Model was not originally 
conceived for object perception (Kenny 1994), it has been extended to the perception of 
non-human animals (Kwan, Gosling, and John 2008). More importantly, the substantial 
amount of evidence showing that consumers perceive brands in similar ways as they 
perceive people (Aaker 1997; Kervyn, Fiske, and Malone 2012) grants credence for the 
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extension of the Social Relations Model to branding.  
This research follows the Social Relations Model in defining three sources of 
brand meaning: the brand as target of perception, the consumer as perceiver, and the 
consumer-brand relationship. It maintains the terminology of the original model, with the 
exception that uniqueness is substituted with idiosyncrasy because previous consumer 
research conceptualizes uniqueness as the differentiation of a brand association relative to 
other brands (Keller 1993). As detailed below, brand consensus is associated with the 
effect of brands as targets of perception. Brand heterogeneity is decomposed into the 
variances associated with perceiver effects, i.e., assimilation, and relationship effects, i.e., 
idiosyncrasy. In other words, consumers may diverge in the meanings they ascribe to 
brands because they vary in how they see brands in general – the perceiver effect – and 
because each consumer sees each particular brand in a specific way – the relationship 
effect. Importantly, relationship effects can be disentangled from measurement effects if 
more than one measure is used. Figure 1 below describes the model, which was specified 
in equation (1). The next sections conceptualize each source of brand meaning, 
discussing similarities and differences with related concepts from the branding literature. 
A Componential Model of Brand Meaning Inspired in the Social Relations Model  
The Target Effect and Consensus 
The target effect (βj in equation 1) concerns the shared knowledge that consumers 
hold about a brand. For example, if consumers share equally strong (weak) associations 
of Disney as a sincere brand, the brand possesses a positive (negative) target effect on 
this attribute. Mathematically, a brand’s effect is captured by the deviation of that brand’s 
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average score from the grand mean across all brands and consumers. Brand consensus, 
the variance in target effects, indicates the extent to which consumers agree on the 
meanings of brands.  
This conceptualization differs from brand “clarity,” which combines agreement 
within and across individuals as clarity is described as the opposite of confusion and 
ambiguity (Aaker 1991, p. 152). In contrast, the conceptualization of consensus based on 
the Social Relations Model includes only agreement across individuals. It also differs 
from previous research that approaches consensus from a more holistic perspective of 
mental models (Zaltman 2003), where consensus cannot be measured, or that searches for 
consensus only among non-idiosyncratic meanings (Zaltman and Coulter 1995). Finally, 
this conceptualization differs from Hirschman’s concept of “commonality of meaning,” 
which was defined in absolute terms as the presence or absence of shared associations 
across all consumers within a population (Hirschman 1981). Brand consensus focuses on 
the (shared) strength of brand associations rather than their mere presence or absence.  
The Relationship Effect and Idiosyncrasy 
The relationship effect consists in the unique knowledge that a consumer has of a 
particular brand (γij in equation 1) as developed by the specific pattern of interactions 
comprising and characterizing that consumer-brand relationship (Fournier 1998; Kenny 
1994). For example, a consumer may believe that Disney is more honest (dishonest) than 
the other brands and how other consumers see Disney, which results in a positive 
(negative) relationship effect for this consumer-brand dyad on this attribute. Idiosyncrasy 
in brand meaning, the variance associated with relationship effects, represents the degree 
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to which brand meaning is personalized within consumer-brand relationships. 
Hirschman’s (1981) previously discussed study presented commonality and 
idiosyncrasy as two opposite poles of the same dimension, defining idiosyncrasy as the 
brand associations held by only one consumer in a population (Hirschman 1981). As with 
consensus, the present conceptualization of idiosyncrasy differs from Hirschman’s 
because it involves the (non-shared) strength of brand associations rather than their mere 
presence or absence. It also differs from brand dispersion (Luo, Raithel, and Wiles 2013) 
in three important ways. First, as previously discussed, brand dispersion confounds 
between- and within- consumer variance, whereas idiosyncrasy in brand meaning 
concerns only between-consumer variance. Second, brand dispersion analysis is brand-
centric: each brand has a mean rating and variance across consumers. In contrast, the 
approach proposed here includes consumers, brands, and consumer-brand relationships as 
sources of brand meaning, therefore acknowledging that consumers also have a mean 
rating and variance across brands, and so do consumer-brand dyads. Third and relatedly, 
such brand-centricity precludes disentangling perceiver and relationship effects from 
brand dispersion, because a brand’s dispersion is essentially the combined variance 
associated with both of these effects. Consumers may see brands differently both because 
each consumer sees brands in general in a particular way – the perceiver effect – and 
because each consumer sees each brand differently – the relationship effect. This issue 
has already been empirically demonstrated within interpersonal perception research using 
the Social Relations Model (Jung 1998).  
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The Perceiver Effect and Assimilation 
The perceiver effect (αi in equation 1) is a consumer’s tendency to perceive all 
brands in a particular way. For example, a consumer who believes that brands in general 
are (not) honest has a positive (negative) perceiver effect on this attribute. 
Mathematically, the perceiver effect is captured by the deviation of an individual 
consumer’s average score across brands from the grand mean across brands obtained 
from all consumers. In estimating perceiver effects, the unit of analysis is the individual 
consumer, in contrast with the individual brand in the target effect or the consumer-brand 
dyad in the relationship effect. Brand assimilation, which refers to the variance in 
perceiver effects, indicates the extent to which brand meaning is derived from individual 
consumers and the lenses they use to make sense of the world. 
In the interpersonal domain, perceiver effects derive from mental representation 
of a “generalized other” (Kenny 1994). This set of beliefs about other people’s traits and 
behaviors has schema-like functions, guiding how we process information and interact 
with others (Srivastava, Guglielmo, and Beer 2010). “Generalized other” representations 
may derive from the projection of how we perceive ourselves onto others (Human and 
Biesanz 2011) and from the internalization of experiences with significant others during 
childhood, as proposed by attachment theory (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991). 
Even though branding research has not previously investigated generalized brand 
representations, existing evidence suggests that the two main sources of perceiver effects 
in interpersonal perception also operate in the brand domain. First, consumers project 
their own implicit theories of personality onto how they perceive the personality of 
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brands in general (Yorkston, Nunes, and Matta 2010). They also infer brand personality 
traits that are not directly communicated by marketers based on their own pattern of traits 
(Puzakova, Kwak, and Taylor 2013). Second, attachment styles also guide how 
consumers relate with brands (Mende, Bolton, and Bitner 2013; Paulssen 2009). However, 
brand attachment research has so far focused on the tendency to engage in relationships 
with brands rather than on the underlying working models that shape how the self and the 
brand are perceived. The individual tendency to engage brands in the self-concept 
(Sprott, Czellar, and Spangenberg 2009) offers a similar measure of consumers’ 
generalized potential for relationship engagement that overlooks underlying perceptions.  
Even though this dissertation focuses on relationship effects and idiosyncrasy in 
brand meaning, it also reports the percentage of variance associated with the perceiver 
effects, i.e., assimilation, in the results table(s) of each study. The results section of study 
3 also includes a brief discussion of how response styles (Baumgartner and Steenkamp 
2001), which concern individual biases in survey ratings, cannot account for the 
prevalence of perceiver effects in brand meaning. Moreover, the discussion section 
summarizes the main empirical findings from this research and points future research 
directions about this unexplored phenomenon. 
Measurement Effects and Unstable Variance  
Besides the three substantial sources of brand meaning represented in the target, 
perceiver, and relationship effects, the proposed conceptual model also incorporates the 
effect of the measurement model on brand ratings by estimating measurement effects. 
Measurement effects, and the unstable variance associated with them, can be estimated 
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when multiple items are used for a construct or the same measure is used multiple times 
(Cook 1993; Kenny 1981; Kenny, Kashy, and Cook 2006; Malloy and Albright 2001).  
Measurement effects, or εijk in equation 1, can be thus partitioned into four 
components that represent the unstable manifestation of each of the other elements of 
equation 1 (Kenny 1994). First, global mean unstable (µk) represents average differences 
across items for a construct. Second, the unstable perceiver effect (αik) represents the 
perceiver effect that is unique to each item and is equivalent to the respondent-by-scale 
interaction discussed within the marketing literature (Huber and Holbrook 1979). 
Unstable perceiver variance captures the degree to which perceivers vary in their 
interpretation of the items. Third, the unstable target effect (βjk) represents the target 
effect that is unique to each item and is equivalent to the object-by-scale interaction 
(Huber and Holbrook 1979). Unstable target variance captures how much the 
interpretation of the items varies by brand. Fourth and finally, the unstable relationship 
effect (γijk) represents the relationship effect that is unique to each measure. Unstable 
relationship variance is the closest equivalent to measurement error as it captures the 
degree to which the interpretation of the items varies within each consumer-brand dyad. 
Because measurement effects do not carry theoretical significance for the purposes of this 
dissertation, all studies control for them but do not give them further treatment. Interested 
readers can easily infer the percentage of variance associated with unstable variance in 
each study by looking at the remaining value in each results table – for instance, if 
consensus, idiosyncrasy, and assimilation together sum up to 70%, unstable variance is 
responsible for the remaining 30%.  
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Overall, this research offers an innovative conceptual model, inspired by the 
Social Relations Model and grounded in consumer research, which partitions brand 
meaning into three different components – target, perceiver, and relationship effects – 
while also accounting for measurement effects. Even though the extant literature supports 
the presence and relevance of each of these components of brand meaning, it does not 
offer appropriate ways to measure them, unequivocal findings about the relative strength 
of these different sources of meaning, nor foundation for theoretical propositions about 
the factors that could impact or be impacted by these effects. The following sections 
present and test hypotheses that are particularly focused on the relationship effect and the 
variance associated with this effect, idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. 
  
  
38 
PRIMACY AND ANTECEDENTS OF BRAND IDIOSYNCRASY 
This section presents six hypotheses related to idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. 
The first hypothesis directly addresses the assumption of consensus by proposing that 
brand meaning is predominantly idiosyncratic rather than consensual. The second and 
third hypotheses aim to expand the nomological network around the construct of brand 
meaning idiosyncrasy while also addressing the managerial issue that some brands are 
more likely to be idiosyncratic than others. By exploring which brand characteristics 
impact idiosyncrasy, they propose that more familiar brands and private brands tend to be 
more predominantly idiosyncratic than less familiar or public brands. Finally, the last 
three hypotheses concern how the interaction between consumers and brands that 
happens through well-established marketing activities impact idiosyncrasy. They propose 
that increased brand experience, especially when consumers experience the brand 
individually rather than in groups, and narrative marketing communications increase 
idiosyncrasy. The overarching perspective that ties these hypotheses together is centered 
on consumer engagement, which involves the cognitive, sensory, behavioral, and social 
dimensions of the interaction between a consumer and a brand. This research proposes 
that the level of consumer engagement and the ways in which consumers engage with a 
brand have a direct impact on idiosyncrasy in brand meaning.   
The Primacy of Idiosyncrasy over Consensus 
The extensive amount of research that has successfully advanced branding theory 
by focusing on the shared meanings of brands under the assumption of brand consensus 
(Keller 2008; Keller and Lehmann 2006) clearly indicates the existence of a significant 
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level of consensus in consumers’ understandings of brands. In other words, consumers 
have a significant level of agreement on what brands mean to them. The question asked 
here is, how much do they agree or, more specifically, do they disagree more than agree 
on the meaning of a given brand? 
Empirical evidence from previous research already calls into question the 
assumption that brand meaning is mostly consensual. Hirschman’s (1981) previously 
mentioned study found more idiosyncratic (26%) than common (0%) associations after 
counting consumers’ free responses to popular products and brands. Even within 
consumption communities, which are conceived as a space for the creation of shared 
meanings, consumers hold radically different meanings for a given brand or consumption 
experience (Chalmers Thomas, Price, and Jensen Schau 2013).  
Still, besides the serious limitations of the free-response task that were discussed 
in a previous section of this manuscript, previous research has not disentangled the two 
distinct sources from which this heterogeneity may derive: the perceiver effect and the 
consumer-brand relationship effect. Individual consumers may possess generalized 
tendencies to perceive all brands in a particular way, and these tendencies should not be 
confounded with the idiosyncratic ways in which consumers may view specific brands. 
Only by disentangling consumer and relationship effects can we know the degree to 
which the heterogeneity in meanings suggested by previous research is really driven by 
the specific pattern of relationships between individual consumers and brands. 
Interpersonal research using the Social Relations Model indicates that the 
variance in relationship effects is a more prevalent component of meaning than consensus 
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(Kenny 1994). The different perspectives regarding consensus and heterogeneity in 
meaning discussed in the first chapter of this dissertation (Barth 1993; Bourdieu 1984; 
Eco 1981; Holland et al. 1998; Hommel et al. 2001), together with consumer research 
that directly referred to the issue of meaning heterogeneity (Fournier 1998; Hirschman 
1981; Janiszewski 2008a), suggest that this finding should extend to brand meaning. The 
development of digital, interactive technologies that grant consumers a more active role 
as co-producers of brand experiences (Bolton et al. 2004; Vargo and Lusch 2004) and 
allow them to actively disseminate branded content (Deighton and Kornfeld 2009) only 
amplifies consumers’ potential to develop idiosyncratic meanings by offering them more 
diverse sets of experiences as they engage in relationships with brands. Therefore, the 
variance in relationship effects (idiosyncrasy) should be higher than the variance in target 
effects (consensus).  
H1: Idiosyncrasy accounts for a higher percentage of variance in brand meaning 
than consensus. 
The Effect of Brand Characteristics on Idiosyncrasy 
Following the overarching principle that the level and nature of engagement 
between consumers and brands have a direct impact on idiosyncrasy, this research 
proposes that brand familiarity and private (rather than public) consumption are 
associated with higher levels of idiosyncrasy in brand meaning.  
Effect of Brand Familiarity on Idiosyncrasy 
According to the well-accepted hierarchy-of-effects model, brand familiarity is a 
key pre-requisite for the establishment of an engagement between a consumer and a 
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brand (Keller 2001). Consumers are less able to retain information about unfamiliar 
brands, which also tends to be blurred by information from competing brands (Kent and 
Allen 1994). Familiarity also affects consumers’ attitude toward a brand (Laroche, Kim, 
and Zhou 1996) and the likelihood that consumers will actually choose it over its 
competitors (Hoyer and Brown 1990). Relationship effects and the associated brand 
idiosyncrasy are expected to follow a similar pattern of results. Relationships take time, 
as they involve a sequence of interactions between two parties. Consumers develop their 
own history with a brand as they become more familiar with it, which should lead to 
richer and more idiosyncratic meanings. Therefore, higher brand idiosyncrasy may be 
expected among more familiar than less familiar brands. 
H2: Idiosyncrasy in brand meaning is higher (lower) among more (less) familiar 
brands. 
Effect of Private or Public Consumption on Idiosyncrasy  
If the meaning of consumer-brand relationships derives from the pattern of 
interactions between consumers and brands (Fournier 1998, 2009), brand characteristics 
that make it more likely for consumers to engage with a brand in unique ways should 
impact the level of idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. Brands that are consumed in private 
tend to be shaped by localized practices related to family identity (Epp and Price 2008) 
and intergenerational influences within the family (Moore, Wilkie, and Lutz 2002); the 
privacy of the house is also a fertile ground to engage with singularized objects (Epp and 
Price 2010). In contrast, public consumption tends to be associated with homogenizing 
forces such as reference group influence (Bearden and Etzel 1982; Childers and Rao 
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1992; White and Dahl 2006). Therefore, privately consumed brands should be associated 
with more idiosyncrasy in brand meaning than publicly consumed brands. 
H3: Idiosyncrasy in brand meaning is higher (lower) among private (public) 
brands. 
The Effect of Consumer-Brand Interaction on Idiosyncrasy 
Consumers may interact with a brand through its marketing communications or 
through direct experience with the product or service. Similarly to the previous 
hypotheses concerning brand familiarity and private or public consumption, the next 
three hypotheses involve other mechanisms through which the nature and magnitude of 
consumers’ engagement with a brand impact idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. 
Narrative Processing in Marketing Communications  
Narratives create a distinctive space for consumers to engage with a brand 
through marketing communications (Phillips and McQuarrie 2010). The role of narratives 
can be better captured by contrasting them with an alternative form of marketing 
communications based on arguments (Deighton, Romer, and McQueen 1989; Escalas 
2004). Arguments involve a sequence of statements that contain context-free abstractions 
organized in a logical manner, whereas narratives involve a sequence of actions or 
experiences organized around a temporal structure (Baumeister and Newman 1994; 
Bruner 1986). Even though scholars diverge in their specific conceptualizations of the 
narrative form within consumer research (Adaval and Wyer Jr. 1998; Deighton, Romer, 
and McQueen 1989) and in other fields (Bruner 1990; Burke 1969), the essence of 
narratives lies in the temporal organization of events, such that the meaning of each event 
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is derived from how it relates to previous and subsequent events (Escalas and Bettman 
2000).  
Within the marketing communications domain, arguments typically invite the 
audience to evaluate objective claims and lay out the reasons why consumers should 
believe in the truth of their claims, which tend to be open to counterarguments (Deighton, 
Romer, and McQueen 1989). In contrast, narratives contain subjective claims, which 
audiences are invited to verify against their own personal experiences and feelings 
(Deighton, Romer, and McQueen 1989). For instance, when a clothing brand conveys 
excitement through a narrative, the truth of this claim resides in whether the consumer 
feels this excitement in the story rather than in any objectively verifiable statement of 
fact.  
But what may be the effect of narrative marketing communications on brand 
idiosyncrasy? Narratives transport the consumer into the story (Escalas 2007; Phillips and 
McQuarrie 2010), stimulating empathy so that consumers feel like the events in the story 
are happening to them (Escalas and Stern 2003). Narratives invite consumers to draw 
connections between a brand’s story and consumers’ own personal stories, creating 
meaning by linking the consumer to the brand (Escalas 2004). If narratives invite 
consumers to fill in the story with their own personal goals, feelings, and experiences, it 
is plausible to expect narrative-based marketing communications to increase idiosyncrasy 
in brand meaning when compared to arguments. 
H4: Narrative-based marketing communications lead to higher idiosyncrasy in 
brand meaning than argument-based marketing communications. 
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Direct Consumption Experience  
Besides marketing communications, consumers also interact with a brand through 
direct consumption experience. Consumer research traditionally describes learning from 
experience as a top-down process where consumers first generate hypotheses about brand 
attributes, sometimes influenced by marketing communications, and then look for 
empirical evidence that confirms or refutes these hypotheses (Hoch and Deighton 1989). 
This research typically focuses on the accuracy of experiential information processing by 
investigating whether experience provides consumers with agreed-upon, objective 
information about a product, such as the crunchiness of a candy bar, the quality of a paper 
towel or the speed of a virus scanner (Hoch and Ha 1986; Kempf and Smith 1998; Wright 
and Lynch 1995). The perspective of this dissertation focuses instead on whether 
consumers derive idiosyncratic meaning from their experiences with a brand. 
From this alternative perspective, the common representational base of actions 
and perceptions described in the literature review indicates that increased experience with 
a brand can be associated with higher idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. If consumers 
perceive a brand’s affordances (Gibson 1986), which concern the possibilities for action 
granted by the brand to a consumer, and if affordances are a function of the relationship 
between the characteristics of the brand and the consumer (Chemero 2003), the meaning 
of a brand should become more idiosyncratic to the extent that different individuals have 
the chance to experience it for longer periods. Extended brand experiences should give 
individuals more opportunity to express their abilities in interaction with the brand and 
hence perceive more idiosyncratic affordances. For instance, if the extent to which a 
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brand allows consumers to be creative is a function not only of the brand’s characteristics 
but also of consumers’ creative abilities, individuals should vary more in how they 
perceive a brand along a creativity dimension as they are given more of a chance to 
experience what the brand allows them to do.  
H5: Increased levels of consumption experience are associated with higher 
idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. 
Social Presence  
The effect of consumption experience on idiosyncrasy may be moderated by 
social presence, here defined as the joint consumption of a branded experience with 
another consumer. When consumers engage in a consumption experience together, they 
tend to mimic each other’s behaviors, such as postures or facial expressions (Chartrand 
and Bargh 1999). Mimicry of nonverbal expressions results in emotional contagion, 
impacting consumers’ product attitudes (Howard and Gengler 2001). For example, if one 
consumer starts smiling during a consumption experience, the other consumer will likely 
start to smile too and, as a consequence, actually feel happier. Consumers that engage in 
joint consumption over extended periods of time tend to develop similar patterns of 
experience with the brand, resulting in coherent moment-to-moment evaluations 
(Ramanathan and McGill 2007). In other words, when consumers engage in an activity 
together they develop a sense of shared reality (Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009) 
that leads to a more homogeneous experience. Therefore, I expect that as consumers 
extend their joint consumption over time, in contrast with similar extensions in individual 
consumption, brand meanings will become less idiosyncratic.  
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H6: An increase in joint consumption experience is associated with lower 
idiosyncrasy in brand meaning than an increase in individual consumption 
experience. 
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EMPIRICAL STUDIES 
The nine studies reported in this section are organized in terms of the main 
research questions they address. The first question, whether brand meaning is 
predominantly consensual or idiosyncratic, led to the development of the first three 
studies. They replicate results across fifty-eight brands from nine consumption domains 
using two aspects of brand meaning, brand personality and brand quality. The next two 
studies explore the second question concerning brand characteristics that are associated 
with higher levels of brand idiosyncrasy. Specifically, they investigate the effects of 
brand familiarity (study 4) and private or public consumption (study 5) on idiosyncrasy. 
The last four studies address the third research question: how does the interaction 
between consumers and brands impact brand idiosyncrasy? Studies 6 and 7 investigate 
whether marketing communications that are structured in narrative (argument) form 
increase (decrease) brand idiosyncrasy. Studies 8 and 9 investigate the effect of brand 
experience (long or short experience) on idiosyncrasy and whether this effect is 
moderated by social presence (alone or joint consumption).   
The Social Relations Model (Kenny 1994) provides the general framework for 
data collection and analysis. Specifically, all studies use the half block design (Kenny, 
Kashy, and Cook 2006), in which all participants are asked to rate a fixed set of brands. 
Because brand and product meaning varies across demographic groups (Belk, Mayer, and 
Bahn 1982; Elliott 1994), participants were sampled from a circumscribed consumer 
segment in order to provide a more stringent test of the primacy of idiosyncrasy over 
consensus (H1) and a less confounded test of the other hypotheses than sampling from the 
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entire marketplace. The use of undergraduate student samples from the same private 
university allows for hypotheses tests in a fairly well-defined and homogeneous 
consumer segment (Peterson 2001).  
Even though all studies ask consumers to rate a set of brands and then test 
hypotheses regarding the variance in ratings associated with the effects of targets 
(consensus) and relationships (idiosyncrasy), the nature of the hypotheses tested requires 
different research designs. The first set of studies (studies 1-3), which test the primacy of 
idiosyncrasy over consensus (H1), involves the foundational design that tests for the 
equality of variances (idiosyncrasy / consensus) in ratings. Subsequently, a within-subject 
design enables the test of brand characteristics that impact idiosyncrasy (H2 and H3) by 
first asking participants to rate two sets of brands that differ along these characteristics 
and then testing the equality of idiosyncrasy (variance in relationship effects) across the 
two subsamples of brands. Finally, the last set of hypotheses regarding the effect of 
consumer-brand interaction on idiosyncrasy (H4, H5, and H6) involves between-subjects 
designs in which a specific manipulation, such as watching a video commercial or 
experiencing a brand for a period of time, precedes the ratings of the brands that are part 
of the manipulation. In this case, the equality of idiosyncrasy (variance in relationship 
effects) in brand ratings is tested across the subsamples of participants exposed to 
different conditions.  
The studies also cover different domains of brand meaning. A major focus is 
placed on brand personality associations, which stand out in managerial practice as a core 
mechanism of differentiation through which consumers connect with the brand (Aaker 
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1996). The managerial relevance of brand personality triggered a rich research platform 
that involved the development of a measurement tool (Aaker 1997), its validation through 
continued empirical research (Aaker 1999; Batra, Lenk, and Wedel 2010) as well as its 
critique (Austin, Siguaw, and Mattila 2003) and development of an alternative scale 
(Geuens, Weijters, and De Wulf 2009). The result of this program of research is a 
methodologically sound measurement system that can be leveraged to investigate brand 
consensus and idiosyncrasy. Hence, studies 1, 3, 4, and 5 use brand personality measures. 
To make sure that findings are not circumscribed to brand personality, study 2 involves 
another major source of brand equity, brand quality judgments (Aaker 1991). A 
complementary approach is taken in the subsequent studies (studies 6-9), which include 
associations that are more specific to the set of brands sampled. These studies ask 
participants to rate the cultural richness of touristic destinations (study 6), the safety of 
car brands (study 7), and the creativity of building and modeling toys (studies 8 and 9). 
Collectively, the studies presented here involve both well-established measurement 
instruments and tailored instruments that are more directly linked with specific brands. 
They also cover a broad spectrum of brand associations that include, from the perspective 
of brand equity (Keller 2001), the core building blocks of brand imagery (e.g., brand 
personality) and judgments (e.g., brand quality) or, from the perspective of consumer 
needs (Park, Jaworski, and Maclnnis 1986), functional (e.g., safety), experiential (e.g., 
cultural richness, creativity), and symbolic (e.g., personality) associations (Park, 
Jaworski, and Maclnnis 1986).  
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Study 1: Testing the Primacy of Idiosyncrasy 
The first study aims to test whether brand meaning is predominantly consensual 
or idiosyncratic (H1). The consumption domain of clothing was selected as the context for 
this study because it offers a high number of moderately to highly familiar brands whose 
positioning is usually centered on brand personality associations.  
Participants, Procedure, and Measures 
As part of an assignment for extra credit, 114 undergraduate students from Boston 
University completed a survey that first asked them to think about each brand as a person, 
using the same introductory instructions described by Aaker (1997), and rate the extent to 
which a series of personality traits described 20 different clothing brands, one brand at a 
time. Following a similar approach as Batra, Lenk, and Wedel (2010), the measure of 
brand personality consisted of the 15 key items from Aaker’s (1997) scale, such as “down 
to earth,” “daring,” “reliable,” or “upper class” (1 = not at all descriptive; 7 = extremely 
descriptive). After the brand personality ratings, participants were asked how familiar 
they were with each brand (1 = not at all familiar; 7 = very familiar), their overall attitude 
toward them (1 = dislike very much; 7 = like very much), and demographic questions. 
The order of brands and brand personality items was randomized.  
Stimuli 
A pre-test, with a sample of participants (N = 89) from the same population as the 
main study, offered evidence to select the stimuli of brands for studies 1 and 2. This pre-
test asked participants to name at least one, and no more than 5, brands from different 
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consumption domains. The goal for study 1 was to choose clothing brands with which 
participants were moderately to highly familiar and which were not clearly associated 
with a specific gender. A total of 110 different brands were identified (326 total 
mentions, or 3.7 per participant), out of which 20 brands were selected because they 
received the most mentions (varying from 5 to 15 mentions per brand) and were named at 
least twice by both men and women in the sample. The following 20 brands responded 
for 178 mentions, which is more than 50% of total mentions: Abercrombie & Fitch, 
American Apparel, American Eagle, Armani, Banana Republic, Burberry, Calvin Klein, 
Chanel, Club Monaco, Express, Gap, Gucci, Guess, H&M, Hollister, J. Crew, Ralph 
Lauren, Prada, Urban Outfitters, Zara. 
Results: Primacy of Idiosyncrasy over Consensus  
In a three-way (brand x consumer x measure) random effects analysis of variance 
on the brand ratings in each personality dimension, consensus is the variance associated 
with the random effect of brands as targets (βj in equation 1), the target x perceiver 
interaction represents the relationship effect (γij in equation 1), and brand idiosyncrasy is 
the variance in relationship effects. The other random effects in the model are the 
perceiver effect, and its associated variance named assimilation, and the measurement 
effect and its interactions with consumer, brand, and relationship effects, which 
collectively represent unstable variance (Kenny 1994).  
The assessment of whether idiosyncrasy in brand meaning is higher than 
consensus (H1) involved a four-step analytic procedure based on the test of equality of 
variances, which is a variation of the standard F-ratio test (Kenny, Kashy, and Cook 
  
52 
2006). First, a variance components analysis (RMLE) estimated the variance associated 
with random effects for each personality dimension. The second step involved pooling 
variances across personality dimensions using Satterthwaite’s (1946) adjustment. Third, 
the ratio of the two pooled variances was computed with the variance hypothesized to be 
the largest in the numerator (i.e., idiosyncrasy / consensus). Finally, the p value of the F-
ratio test was doubled to arrive at a two-tailed p value, which forms the basis for 
hypothesis testing (Kenny, Kashy, and Cook 2006). Table 1 contains the percentage of 
variance in personality ratings associated with target, relationship, and perceiver effects. 
Results show that idiosyncrasy in brand meaning (σrelationship
2
 = .90) was 
significantly higher than consensus (σbrand
2
 = .27; F(9919, 74) = 3.26, p<.001). 
Idiosyncratic meanings far outweighed the shared meanings of the brands sampled, in 
support of H1. 
Ruling out Alternative Explanations  
Given this dissertation’s hypothesis on brand familiarity (H2), and to make sure 
that the primacy of idiosyncrasy is not based on differences in brand familiarity across 
consumers, the equality of variances test described above was conducted once again with 
familiarity as a covariate in the variance components analysis. Idiosyncrasy (σrelationship
2
 = 
.78) continued to be significantly higher than consensus (σbrand
2
 = .28; F(10005, 71) = 
2.74, p < .001).  
Another analysis ruled out affect halo (Holbrook 1983), more specifically 
“idiosyncratic perceptual distortion” (Huber and Holbrook 1979) , as an alternative 
explanation for the primacy of idiosyncrasy. It involved including liking and familiarity 
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as covariates in the variance component analysis that generated the input for the equality 
of variance test. Consensus (σbrand
2
 = .19) remained significantly lower than idiosyncrasy 
(σrelationship
2
 = .69; F(1015, 69) = 3.60, p < .001). 
Dimension of 
Brand 
Personality 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of 
Brand Meaning 
(Associated Variance) 
Percentage of Variance in Ratings  
Simple 
Model 
With Brand 
Familiarity 
With 
Familiarity 
and Liking 
Pooled 
Brand 
Personality 
Target (Consensus) 9%* 9%* 7%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 29%*
A
 26%*
A
 24%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 16%*
A
 18%*
A
 17%*
A
 
Sincerity 
Target (Consensus) 5%* 4%* 2%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 34%*
A
 31%*
A
 30%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 18%*
A
 20%*
A
 19%*
A
 
Excitement 
Target (Consensus) 7%* 8%* 6%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 34%*
A
 30%*
A
 29%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 13%* 15%* 14%*
A
 
Competence 
Target (Consensus) 14%* 15%* 10%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 31%*
A
 27%* 25%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 13%* 14%* 14%* 
Sophistication 
Target (Consensus) 19%* 20%* 17%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 23%* 20%* 18%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 10%* 11%* 10%* 
Ruggedness  
Target (Consensus) 0% 0% 0% 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 22%*
A
 21%*
A
 20%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 27%*
A
 28%*
A
 27%*
A
 
Table 1. Percentage of Variance in Personality Ratings Explained by Target, Relationship, 
and Perceiver Effects in Study 1 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
Simple model is specified by equation (1). Subsequent models include incremental addition of 
covariates. 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
Finally, it could also be argued that idiosyncrasy is merely a function of well-
known segmentation variables, and hence would be insignificant within more similar 
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segments or targeted groups. Therefore, a more stringent test of hypothesis 1 involved 
creating even more granular groups by breaking down the student segment of the sample 
by gender and birthplace. Idiosyncrasy remained higher than consensus in all subsamples 
in this and subsequent studies (results in Appendix). These results indicate that 
segmentation using typical demographic variables do not remove the primacy of 
idiosyncrasy in brand meaning.  
Discussion 
This study suggests that, despite a significant level of consensus, idiosyncrasy 
represents a significantly higher proportion of variance in brand meaning than consensus. 
Contrary to the consensus assumption, brand personality associations within the clothing 
domain are not predominantly shared by consumers. Instead, they are mostly 
idiosyncratic, personalized at the consumer-brand relationship level. Ignoring relationship 
effects and idiosyncrasy may prevent researchers and managers from capturing a 
significant component of what a brand means to consumers.  
Study 2: Replicating the Primacy of Idiosyncrasy in Brand Quality Judgments 
Study 2 replicates the primacy of idiosyncrasy over consensus (H1) for a second 
meaning dimension beyond brand personality associations. According to the customer-
based brand equity pyramid model (Keller 2001), this study shifts focus from brand 
imagery to brand judgments, more specifically, to perceived brand quality. Perceived 
brand quality is a key driver of brand equity (Aaker 1991) and can also be measured with 
a well-established instrument (Erdem and Swait 2004). 
This study sampled brands from multiple consumption domains, in order to 
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disentangle the effects of consumption domain on brand meaning (Batra, Lenk, and 
Wedel 2010). Hence, one important extension of the conceptual model described in 
equation (1) involves the inclusion of consumption domain effects in the model, with 
brands nested within domain: 
(2)              Xij|ck = µ + αi + βj|c + γij|c + δc + ζic + εij|ck,  
where µ is the mean rating across all brands and consumers, αi is the perceiver effect, βj|c 
is the effect of brands nested within consumption domain, γij|c is the relationship effect 
with nested brands, δc is the effect of consumption domain, ζic is the domain-specific 
perceiver effect, and εij|ck represents measurement variance with all its interactions. 
Participants, Procedure, Measures, and Stimuli 
One hundred thirty-six undergraduate students from Boston University 
participated in a brand quality survey. Participants were asked to rate the quality of 
twenty brands, one brand at a time, on two nine-point items (Erdem and Swait 2004): 
“The quality of this brand is very high” (1 = disagree; 9 = agree) and “In terms of overall 
quality, I’d rate this brand as a…” (1 = low quality; 9 = high quality). After the brand 
quality ratings, participants rated how much they were familiar and liked the same set of 
brands, as well as demographic questions. This study sampled brands that were most 
frequently cited by participants in the aforementioned pre-test from the following 
consumption domains: cell phones (AT&T, Sprint, T-Mobile, Verizon, and Virgin); 
media and entertainment (ABC, CBS, CNN, ESPN, Fox); sports apparel (Adidas, Nike, 
Puma, Reebok, and Under Armour); and toothpaste (Aquafresh, Colgate, Crest, Oral-B, 
and Sensodyne).  
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Results: Primacy of Idiosyncrasy over Consensus  
A similar equality of variances test as the one described in study 1 was conducted 
after estimating the variances associated with each component of equation (2). Brand 
idiosyncrasy (σrelationship
2
 = 1.52) was once again higher than consensus (σbrand
2
 = .63; 
F(2160, 16) = 2.42, p < .05). This effect remained significant after including familiarity 
as a covariate (σrelationship
2
 = 1.28; σbrand
2
 = .33; F(2159, 16) = 3.87, p < .01) and after 
adding both familiarity and liking (σrelationship
2
 = .87; σbrand
2
 = .13; F(2158, 16) = 6.43, p < 
.001). Table 2 displays the percentage of variance in personality ratings associated with 
target, relationship, and perceiver effects in this study (results broken down by 
consumption domain are included in the Appendix). 
Brand Quality Ratings:  
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of 
Brand Meaning  
(Associated Variance) 
Model Specification 
Simple 
Model 
With Brand 
Familiarity 
With 
Familiarity 
and Liking 
Target (Consensus) 19%* 12%* 8%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 46%*
A
 48%*
A
 51%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 16%* 19%* 18%* 
Table 2. Percentage of Variance in Brand Quality Ratings Explained by Target, 
Relationship, and Perceiver Effects in Study 2 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
Simple model is specified by equation (2). Subsequent models include incremental addition of 
covariates. 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
Discussion 
Results of studies 1 and 2 indicate that both brand personality and brand quality 
associations are predominantly idiosyncratic rather than shared across consumers. 
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Idiosyncrasy (the variance in relationship effects) corresponds to a higher amount of 
variance in brand ratings than consensus (the variance in target effects).  
Study 3: Replicating the Primacy of Idiosyncrasy among Highly Valuable Brands  
Study 3 explores the primacy of idiosyncrasy in an even more conservative test, 
which included only brands recognized for their high value. If a differentiated positioning 
is at the heart of branding strategy (Keller 2008) and brand personality is one of the core 
dimensions of differentiation (Aaker 1996), consensus on brand personality should be at 
its highest among the most valuable brands in the marketplace. In addition, this study 
offers different operationalizations of the brand personality construct and exploratory 
evidence regarding perceiver effects and assimilation that is not contaminated by 
response styles (Baumgartner and Steenkamp 2001, 2006). 
Participants, Procedure, and Stimuli 
One hundred six undergraduate students from Boston University participated in 
this study. It consisted of two ostensibly unconnected surveys, the first with self-reported 
personality questions and the second with brand personality questions, with an unrelated 
study in-between them to clear short-term memories. The first survey was included to 
enable the estimation of consumers’ response styles. 
In the first survey, participants filled out a self-report personality battery that 
included a ten-item measure of the Big Five personality domains (Gosling, Rentfrow, and 
Swann Jr. 2003) and a thirty-one item measure of brand personality that is described in 
the measures section below. Subsequently, they answered an unrelated study that lasted 
approximately 10 minutes to clear short-term memories. In the second survey, 
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participants were asked to answer the same 31 brand personality items used in the first 
survey (from Aaker 1997; Geuens, Weijters, and De Wulf 2009) for 20 brands, one brand 
at a time with randomized order of brands and items. After responding to the brand 
personality items, participants answered how much they were familiar with (1 = not at all 
familiar; 7 = very familiar) and liked the brands (1 = dislike very much; 7 = like very 
much), as well as demographic questions. 
Two major brand rankings offered a sample of brands from discrete consumption 
domains that are recognized for their value: Interbrand’s (2012) Best Global Brands and 
Millward Brown’s (2012) BrandZ Most Valuable Global Brands. Interbrand’s 2012 Top 
100 ranking had only nine sectors with at least five brands listed (number of brands): 
automotive (13), financial services (12), FMCG (11), technology (9), luxury (8), alcohol 
(7), electronics (7), business services (6), and diversified (5). Only four of these nine 
sectors had a clear match with Millward Brown’s consumption domains, so that at least 
five brands were appearing both in Interbrands’ Top 100 and Millward Brown’s top 
brands per consumption domain: automotive/cars (9), financial services/institutions (6), 
technology (7), and luxury (6). The standardized valuations in the two rankings were then 
averaged to select the five highest value brands within each consumption domain: 
Toyota, Mercedes-Benz, BMW, Honda, and Volkswagen (cars); American Express, 
HSBC, Citi, Visa, and MasterCard (financial services); Apple, Google, Microsoft, Intel, 
and Samsung (technology); and Louis Vuitton, Hermès, Gucci, Cartier, Prada (luxury).  
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Measures of Brand Personality 
In this study and in studies 4 and 5, brand personality was measured through three 
different approaches; two of them derived from Aaker’s (1997) scale, and the third 
derived from Geuens, Weijters, and De Wulf’s (2009) scale. Aaker’s (1997) instrument 
has been extensively used in the brand context (e.g., Batra, Lenk, and Wedel 2010) and 
validated in the human personality context (Aaker 1999). The first instrument includes 
the same 15 key items from Aaker’s scale used in study 1. The second instrument 
requires five additional items that correspond to Aaker’s highest level dimensions: 
“sincere,” “exciting,” “competent,” “sophisticated,” and “rugged.” This second approach 
allowed an additional estimation of measurement effects (unstable variance) using two 
items: a direct measure of the dimension (e.g., “sophisticated”) together with the average 
of the key items that represent it (e.g., the mean of “upper class” and “charming”). 
Because Aaker’s (1997) scale was challenged in its ability to discriminate brands within a 
consumption domain (Austin, Siguaw, and Mattila 2003), the third instrument involves a 
new scale designed to address this concern (Geuens, Weijters, and De Wulf 2009). This 
section focuses on the analysis of Aaker’s (1997) 15 key items for reasons of brevity and 
consistency with study 1. The Appendix reports the key results from the analysis of 
Geuens et al’s (2009) scale and the aggregated Aaker items, both of which lead to the 
same conclusions as the results reported here.  
Results: Primacy of Idiosyncrasy over Consensus  
Table 3 displays the percentage of variance in personality ratings associated with 
target, relationship, and perceiver effects, as well as the unstable variance in this study. 
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An equality of variances test based on equation (2) resulted in significantly higher 
idiosyncrasy (σrelationship
2
 = .50) than consensus (σbrand
2
 = .15; F(8143, 54) = 3.29, p < 
.001). Including familiarity as a covariate led to the same result (σrelationship
2
 = .48; σbrand
2
 = 
.13; F(8107, 53) = 3.77, p < .001), as well as including both familiarity and liking as 
covariates (σrelationship
2
 = .44; σbrand
2
 = .09; F(8090, 54) = 5.12, p < .001). Thus, hypothesis 
1 was once again supported. 
Perceiver Effects and Response Bias   
Even though perceiver effects are not the main focus of this dissertation, the 
surprising prevalence of this component of brand meaning throughout the studies 
reported here merits reflection. Centrally at issues is the degree to which perceiver effects 
are driven by response styles (Baumgartner and Steenkamp 2001). Consumers may tend 
to rate all brands differently from other consumers because of the way they respond to 
questionnaire items in general, rather than due to the specific meaning of the items and 
brands for them. In this case, response styles would be the main driver of what is here 
conceptualized and measured as perceiver effects and the associated assimilation. To test 
whether this is the case, brand ratings were purified from the three most relevant response 
styles: acquiescence, disacquiescence, and extreme response styles (Baumgartner and 
Steenkamp 2001, 2006). The procedure involved three steps: calculation of an index for 
individual on each of the three response styles, based on responses to the first self-report 
survey; regression of the brand personality ratings from the second survey on the 
response style indices; the same random effects ANOVA and variance components 
analysis described in previous studies, this time using the residuals from the regression 
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analysis as purified ratings (Baumgartner and Steenkamp 2001). Similar analysis was 
conducted for studies 4 and 5 and, as reported in the Appendix, does not significantly 
change the nature of the findings regarding perceiver effects and assimilation. The 
prevalence of brand assimilation cannot be explained away by response styles. For 
example, in this sample of some of the most valuable brands in the market, brand 
assimilation was significantly higher than consensus even after accounting for response 
styles (σperceiver
2
 = .92; σtarget
2
 = .22; F(451, 39) = 4.14, p < .001). The final chapter of this 
dissertation consolidates this and other findings regarding perceiver effects in the hopes 
of inspiring future research on this topic. 
Discussion 
Study 3 replicates results from previous studies using four new consumption 
domains and two other approaches to the operationalization of the brand personality 
construct. Consensus consistently accounts for less variance in brand meaning than 
idiosyncrasy (relationship variance). If the relationship effect–and the associated 
idiosyncrasy–is such a predominant component of brand meaning, there is a clear need to 
understand more about the drivers of this effect. What makes brand meaning more 
idiosyncratic? The next two studies focus on providing initial answers to this question by 
investigating brand characteristics that impact idiosyncrasy in brand meaning.  
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Dimension of 
Brand 
Personality 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of 
Brand Meaning 
(Associated Variance) 
Model Specification 
Simple 
Model 
With Brand 
Familiarity 
With 
Familiarity 
and Liking 
Pooled 
Brand 
Personality 
Target (Consensus) 6%* 5%* 3%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 18%*
A
 18%*
A
 17%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 16%*
A
 16%*
A
 15%*
A
 
Sincerity 
Target (Consensus) 2%* 1%* 1%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 20%*
A
 20%*
A
 19%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 16%*
A
 16%*
A
 15%*
A
 
Excitement 
Target (Consensus) 8%* 7%* 5%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 19%*
A
 19%*
A
 19%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 13%* 12%* 12%*
A
 
Competence 
Target (Consensus) 6%* 4%* 2%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 23%*
A
 22%*
A
 21%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 17%*
A
 17%*
A
 17%*A 
Sophistication 
Target (Consensus) 12%* 11%* 8%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 14%* 14%* 12%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 10%* 10%* 9%* 
Ruggedness  
Target (Consensus) 0% 0% 0% 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 18%*
A
 18%*
A
 18%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 24%*
A
 24%*
A
 24%*
A
 
Table 3. Percentage of Variance in Brand Personality Ratings Explained by Target, 
Relationship, and Perceiver Effects in Study 3 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
Simple model is specified by equation (2). Subsequent models include incremental addition of 
covariates. 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
Study 4: Testing the Effect of Brand Familiarity on Idiosyncrasy 
Study 4 was designed to test the effect of brand familiarity on idiosyncrasy (H2), 
as well as to replicate the primacy of idiosyncrasy over consensus (H1) in yet another 
consumption domain. The domain of sports offered a simple manipulation of brand 
familiarity through the selection of brands (sports teams) that were either from the same 
  
63 
city where the university is located (more familiar) or from a different location (less 
familiar).  
Participants, Procedure, and Stimuli 
As part of an assignment for extra credit, 99 undergraduate students from Boston 
University completed two ostensibly unconnected surveys in the same seating. In the first 
survey, participants filled out a self-report personality battery that included the same 
forty-one items as study 3. Subsequently, they answered an unrelated study that lasted 
approximately 20 minutes to clear short-term memories. Participants then conducted the 
second survey of this study, which asked them: (1) to think about each brand as a person 
and rate the extent to which the personality traits (31 items, same as study 3) describe ten 
sports brands, one brand at a time; (2) to rate the same brands on self-brand connection 
items (Escalas and Bettman 2005) and on the 3 items in the connection dimension of the 
emotional attachment scale (Thomson, MacInnis, and Park 2005); (3) their level of 
familiarity with each brand; (4) the degree to which they are a fan of each team; and 
finally, (5) demographic questions. Brands and items appeared in randomized order in 
both the personality and self-brand connection questions. Five of the ten sports brands 
were located in the Boston area: Boston Red Sox (baseball), New England Patriots 
(football), Boston Celtics (basketball), Boston Bruins (ice hockey), and New England 
Revolution (soccer). The other five were from Washington: Washington Nationals 
(baseball), Washington Redskins (football), Washington Wizards (basketball), 
Washington Capitals (ice hockey), and D.C. United (soccer).  
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Results: Effect of Familiarity on Idiosyncrasy 
A manipulation check ensured that the choice of local versus distant sports brands 
resulted in significant differences in brand familiarity. As expected, participants reported 
higher familiarity with sports brands from Boston (M = 4.87) than Washington brands (M 
= 2.74, t(98) = 13.65, p < .0001).   
A similar test of equality of variances as the one described in study 1 revealed the 
effect of familiarity on idiosyncrasy (H2). The differences in method were that the same 
variance components analysis was conducted twice, first including only the Boston-
based, more familiar, brands, and then including only the Washington-based, less familiar 
brands, and that the ratio of variances was computed for the same random effect across 
these two sets of brands, i.e., idiosyncrasy with more familiar brands / idiosyncrasy with 
less familiar brands. Idiosyncrasy was higher with more familiar brands (σrelationship, more 
familiar
2
 = 1.04) than less familiar brands (σrelationship, less familiar
2
 = .78; F(1858, 1875) = 1.34, 
p < .001), which provides support for H2. Consensus was also higher in more familiar 
(σbrand, more familiar
2
 = .11) than less familiar brands (σbrand, less familiar
2
 = .01; F(17, 14) = 
16.15, p < .001). There was no difference in assimilation (the variance in perceiver 
effects) across conditions (p > .2). Table 4 displays the results from this study. 
Results: Primacy of Idiosyncrasy over Consensus 
A replication of the analysis described in study 1 to test the relative strength of 
idiosyncrasy and consensus led to consistent results regarding H1. Idiosyncrasy in brand 
meaning was significantly higher than consensus both within the subsample of less 
familiar brands (σrelationship
2
 = .78, σbrand
2
 = .01; F(1875, 14) = 114.74, p < .001) and with 
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more familiar brands only (σrelationship
2
 = 1.04, σbrand
2
 = .11; F(1858, 17) = 9.50, p < .001). 
Idiosyncratic meanings far outweighed the shared meanings of the brands sampled.  
Dimension of 
Brand 
Personality 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of 
Brand Meaning  
(Associated Variance) 
Full Sample 
of Brands 
Familiarity 
Low 
(Washington 
Brands) 
High  
(Boston 
Brands) 
Pooled 
Brand 
Personality 
Target (Consensus) 6%* 0% 3%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 34%*
A
 27%*
A
 28%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 27%*
A
 41%*
A
 33%*
A
 
Sincerity 
Target (Consensus) 5%* 0% 2%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 36%*
A
 29%*
A
 31%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 32%*
A
 43%*
A
 39%*
A
 
Excitement 
Target (Consensus) 7%* 0% 4%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 32%*
A
 24%*
A
 28%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 27%*
A
 39%*
A
 32%* 
Competence 
Target (Consensus) 9%* 0% 5%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 37%*
A
 28%*
A
 30%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 24%* 41%*
A
 30%* 
Sophistication 
Target (Consensus) 5%* 0% 2%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 32%*
A
 25%*
A
 28%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 30%*
A
 45%*
A
 33%*
A
 
Ruggedness  
Target (Consensus) 6%* 0% 2%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 33%*
A
 29%*
A
 24%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 24%*
A
 37%*
A
 31%*
A
 
Table 4. Percentage of Variance in Brand Personality Ratings Explained by Target, 
Relationship, and Perceiver Effects in Study 4 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
All estimates are specified by equation (1) varying the brands sampled in each column.  
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
Because users and non-users are known to perceive brands differently (Aaker 
1991, p. 151), usage profile could be the main driver of what is here conceptualized as 
idiosyncrasy in brand meanings. To rule out this potential alternative explanation, and 
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since different levels of fandom relate to increased consumption of sports brands (Hunt, 
Bristol, and Bashaw 1999), a new random effects ANOVA and equality of variances 
analysis included level of fandom for each sports brand as a control variable. After 
inclusion of fandom, brand idiosyncrasy (σrelationship
2
 = .96) continued to be higher than 
consensus (σbrand
2
 = .02; F(4208, 36) = 63.46, p < .001), which further supports H1 and 
clarifies the nature of idiosyncrasy. 
Discussion 
This study suggests that brand familiarity increases idiosyncrasy in brand 
meaning. Consistent with prior research, consensus was also higher among more familiar 
brands. Collectively, the finding that familiarity increases both consensus and 
idiosyncrasy demonstrates the superiority of the conceptual model proposed here to 
alternative conceptualizations of common and idiosyncratic meanings as two opposite 
poles of a single continuum (Hirschman 1981). If consensus and idiosyncrasy represented 
a single dimension, brand familiarity would operate in opposite directions, e.g., 
increasing consensus and reducing idiosyncrasy, which was not the case in this sample.  
Results from this study are also at odds with the perspective that frames 
idiosyncrasy in brand meaning as random error (Janiszewski 2008b) or lack of clarity in a 
brand’s meaning (Aaker 1991). These perspectives would actually lead to the opposite 
hypothesis: if idiosyncrasy is lack of clarity or error, it should decrease with familiarity, 
in stark contrast with the results reported here. 
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This study also replicates the primacy of idiosyncrasy over consensus in a 
different consumption domain, even after controlling for brand usage. Thus, all the 
hypotheses tested were supported in the context studied. 
Study 5: Testing the Effect of Private or Public Consumption on Idiosyncrasy 
The main goals of study 5 was to test the effect of private versus public 
consumption on idiosyncrasy (H3) while also replicating the test of the relative strength 
of idiosyncrasy and consensus (H1). Because food can be consumed both in private 
(packaged foods) and in public (restaurant chains), the selection of different sets of food 
brands enables the test of this prediction. 
Participants, Procedure, Measures, and Stimuli 
Similarly to studies 3 and 4, 133 undergraduate students from Boston University 
were asked to fill out two ostensibly unconnected surveys interspersed by another, 
unrelated survey that lasted approximately 15 minutes to clear short-term memory. The 
first survey consisted of the same self-reported personality measures as studies 3 and 4. 
The second survey was exactly the same as in study 4 with only two exceptions: 
participants rated food brands rather than sports brands (on the same sets of items); and 
the question about level of brand fandom was excluded.  
The sample of privately consumed brands consisted of five packaged food brands: 
Betty Crocker, Campbell’s, Kellogg’s, Nutella, and Pepperidge Farm. Five fast-food 
restaurant chains represented publicly consumed brands: Burger King, McDonald’s, 
Subway, Taco Bell, and Wendy’s. A pretest with the same undergraduate student 
population (N=62) that used a two-item, seven-point measure (“To what extent is each of 
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the following brands typically consumed…at home?” and “…in public?,” reverse-coded) 
confirmed the manipulation of private versus public consumption (Mprivate brands = 5.09, 
Mpublic brands = 2.36, t(61) = 14.52, p < .001).  
Results: Effect of Private versus Public Consumption on Idiosyncrasy  
Separate random effects ANOVAs and variance components analyses for the 
privately and publicly consumed brands allowed for the test of equality of relationship 
effect variances across these two brand samples. As expected, idiosyncrasy was stronger 
when consumption was private (σrelationship, private
2
 = .62) than public (σrelationship, public
2
 =.53; 
F(2510, 2478) = 1.18, p < .001). With familiarity as a covariate, idiosyncrasy among 
privately consumed brands (σrelationship, private
2
 = .57) remained higher than among publicly 
consumed brands (σrelationship, public
2
 =.51; F(2522, 2479) = 1.11, p < .01).  
Interestingly, opposite results would be obtained if the analysis was restricted to 
brand dispersion (Luo, Raithel, and Wiles 2013), the overall variance in the ratings of 
each brand. As already discussed, brand dispersion combines assimilation (the variance 
in perceiver effects) and idiosyncrasy (the variance in relationship effects). Because 
private consumption had opposite effects on each of these components of meaning, 
increasing idiosyncrasy less so than it decreased assimilation, brand dispersion was 
actually lower among private (σconsumer + relationship , private
2
 = 1.64) than among public brands 
(σconsumer + relationship, public
2
 =1.78; F(3084, 3119) = 1.08, p < .05). Overall heterogeneity in 
brand meaning, represented by brand dispersion, was higher among public brands 
because they tended to be assimilated by consumers, whereas the focal construct, 
idiosyncrasy in brand meaning, was higher among private brands as hypothesized.  
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Results: Primacy of Idiosyncrasy over Consensus 
The equality of variances test for idiosyncrasy and consensus replicated results 
from previous studies (σrelationship
2
 = .67; σbrand
2
 = .17; F(5592, 26) = 4.03, p < .001). With 
familiarity as a covariate, brand idiosyncrasy (σrelationship
2
 = .63) was once again higher 
than brand consensus (σbrand
2
 = .19; F(5612, 25) = 3.37, p < .001). Table 5 reports the 
results from this study. 
Dimension of 
Brand 
Personality 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of 
Brand Meaning 
(Associated Variance) 
Full 
Sample of 
Brands 
Nature of Brand 
Consumption 
Public 
(Restaurant) 
Private 
(Packaged 
Food) 
Pooled 
Brand 
Personality 
Target (Consensus) 5%* 2%* 1% 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 19%*
A
 15%*
A
 19%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 30%*
A
 36%*
A
 31%*
A
 
Sincerity 
Target (Consensus) 8%* 4%* 0% 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 20%* 11%* 22%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 30%*
A
 37%*
A
 36%*
A
 
Excitement 
Target (Consensus) 1%* 1% 1%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 23%*
A
 18%*
A
 22%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 35%*
A
 41%*
A
 32%*
A
 
Competence 
Target (Consensus) 2%* 2%* 0% 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 18%*
A
 14%* 20%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 20%*
A
 22%*
A
 23%*
A
 
Sophistication 
Target (Consensus) 12%* 2% 2% 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 18%* 17%*
A
 15%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 24%* 35%*
A
 27%*
A
 
Ruggedness  
Target (Consensus) 0% 0% 0% 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 18%*
A
 16%*
A
 17%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 44%*
A
 50%*
A
 39%*
A
 
Table 5. Percentage of Variance in Brand Personality Ratings Explained by Target, 
Relationship, and Perceiver Effects in Study 5 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
All estimates are specified by equation (1) varying the brands sampled in each column.  
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
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Discussion 
After study 4 showed that more familiar brands have more idiosyncratic meaning, 
study 5 further builds knowledge about the drivers of idiosyncrasy by suggesting that 
brands with which consumers have more private relationships tend to have higher 
idiosyncrasy in meanings than brands that consumers experience in public.  
The pattern of results regarding the effect of private or public consumption also 
illustrates how the componential model proposed here provides a better understanding of 
heterogeneity in brand meanings than merely focusing on brand dispersion as the 
variance in ratings (Luo, Raithel, and Wiles 2013). Because the variance in a brand’s 
ratings combines both assimilation (the variance in perceiver effects) and idiosyncrasy 
(the variance in relationship effects), the partition of brand meaning heterogeneity into its 
two separate components is necessary to arrive at the conclusion that more private brand 
relationships result in more idiosyncratic meanings.  
Besides this unique contribution to knowledge about idiosyncrasy in brand 
meaning, study 5 also replicated results from previous studies in the context of food 
brands: once again, idiosyncrasy was a more prevalent component of brand meaning than 
consensus.  
Study 6: Narrative or Argument-Based Travel Brochures 
The consumer behavior literature offers two main approaches to manipulate 
narrative-based versus argument-based marketing communications. Some scholars aim to 
maximize experimental control over the content conveyed in the marketing 
communications by crafting the stimuli specifically for research purposes, so that the 
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form varies while keeping content constant across conditions (Adaval and Wyer Jr. 
1998). Others select “real” marketing communications, i.e., communications 
professionally crafted for a brand, because only professional marketers can develop a 
story with the level of quality and verisimilitude needed for the expected effects of 
narratives to occur (Deighton, Romer, and McQueen 1989; Escalas and Stern 2003).  
These two approaches to the manipulation of narrative versus argument-based 
marketing communications are complementary for the purposes of this dissertation. 
Study 6 tests the effect of narratives on brand idiosyncrasy (H4) with the maximum 
control possible over the content of the communications, whereas study 7 replicates the 
effect of narratives with a carefully selected sample of “real” communications.  
Study 6 involves a single factorial between-subjects design (marketing 
communication type: narrative versus argument) where marketing communication type is 
manipulated with stimuli specifically designed for laboratory testing. Adaval and Wyer 
(1998) took this approach when they developed two different travel brochures that 
conveyed the same information either in narrative form or as arguments. This study 
samples country brands (Gilmore 2002) in the consumption domain of vacation traveling. 
Stimuli, Participants, Procedure, and Measures 
The stimuli involved travel brochures for three countries, in an adaptation of 
materials developed by Adaval and Wyer (1998). These authors created travel brochures 
for two countries, India and Thailand. Each brochure included one introductory page 
presenting the country and the subsequent description of 12 different attractions to be 
experienced on a trip. Each attraction was portrayed with a picture, which did not change 
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across conditions, and a descriptive text that manipulated marketing communication type. 
The conceptualization of narrative centered on the temporal sequencing of information. 
Accordingly, in the narrative condition, they arranged the statements in paragraph form in 
the temporal sequence in which consumers would experience them whereas in the 
argument condition, they simply listed the statements as bullet points.  
The adaptation of Adaval and Wyer’s (1998) materials included three major 
activities. The first task involved editing the materials for India and Thailand received 
from the first author. Because these materials were a scanned version of the printed 
brochures, some pictures were not easily discernable in the computer screen and were 
therefore substituted with new pictures with the same or very similar content. Secondly, 
the description of some Indian and Thai attractions was edited when important 
differences in content were identified across conditions, in order to ensure the maximum 
control possible over content. Thirdly, because the present study requires a minimum of 
three different brands in order to appropriately estimate target, perceiver, relationship, 
and measurement effects, a new travel brochure was developed for a third country, 
Indonesia, following the same principles of Adaval and Wyer’s (1998) stimuli. The 
Appendix contains the travel brochures used as stimuli in this study. 
One hundred twenty-seven undergraduate students from Boston University 
participated in this study for course credit. They first read the travel brochures for each of 
the three countries on the computer screen. Immediately after reading each country’s 
brochure, they were asked to rate the cultural richness of the respective country. The 
order of countries was counterbalanced across participants, and half of the participants 
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read the three travel brochures in narrative form whereas the other half read the three 
travel brochures in argument form. After reading the brochures, they rated message 
clarity, wrote down as many places or situations from each country that they could recall, 
rated their involvement with the task, and answered demographic questions.  
An analysis of the content in the original travel brochures (Adaval and Wyer Jr. 
1998) showed “cultural richness” as a very salient dimension of the meaning of the 
country brands portrayed in the brochures. Hence, a five-item scale measured cultural 
richness, with participants being asked to rate how much the following words or 
statements describe each country (1 = not at all descriptive; 7 = extremely descriptive): 
distinctive forms of art; cultural richness; historical value; rich heritage; and distinctive 
architecture. 
Four items were used to measure message clarity (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = 
strongly agree): I understood the information provided in the promotional materials very 
well; The travel destinations and local attractions were very clearly described in the 
promotional materials; The promotional materials were a bit confusing (reverse-coded); 
The promotional materials were ambiguous (reverse-coded). Finally, the level of 
involvement for this study was asked directly with a single question (1 = not at all 
involved; 7 = very involved).  
Results: Effect of Narratives on Idiosyncrasy 
The five-item measure of cultural richness showed appropriate psychometric 
properties for the purposes of this study (α = .85). Before conducting the analysis, 15 
individuals were excluded because they either were born in one of the countries portrayed 
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in the travel brochures (n = 6) or had parents or grandparents from these countries (n = 9) 
because the travel brochures cannot be expected to significantly impact how these 
individuals perceive the cultural richness of these countries.  
The same random effects ANOVA and variance components analysis of cultural 
richness ratings was conducted twice for the subsamples of participants exposed to the 
narrative and the argument conditions. Brand idiosyncrasy was higher in the narrative 
condition (σrelationship, narrative
2
 = .46) than in the argument condition (σrelationship, argument
2
 = 
.31; F(108, 112) = 1.46, p < .05), in support of H4.  
Additional analyses indicate that the manipulation was successful in keeping the 
content of the message constant across conditions. There were no significant differences 
in the average ratings of cultural richness across conditions for any of the country brands 
(MIndia, narrative = 5.8; MIndia, list = 5.7; MIndonesia, narrative = 5.6; MIndonesia, list = 5.4; MThailand, 
narrative = 5.7; MThailand, list = 5.7; all p’s > .05). There were also no significant differences in 
participants’ recalled places and situations, both in terms of total mentions (Mtotal mentions, 
narrative = 9.0; Mtotal mentions, list = 9.0, p > .05) and correct recall (Mcorrect mentions, narrative = 8.0; 
Mcorrect mentions, list = 7.9, p > .05). 
Importantly, the increased idiosyncrasy in brand meaning cannot be attributed to a 
potential lack of clarity or ambiguity in the message of the narrative condition, as 
compared to the arguments. There were no significant differences in message clarity 
across conditions (Mmessage clarity, narrative = 5.3; Mmessage clarity, list = 5.1; p > .05). 
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Random Effect in 
Componential Model of 
Brand Meaning 
(Associated Variance) 
Full Sample 
Excluding Individuals with 
Roots in these Countries 
Narrative Argument Narrative Argument 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 30%* 22% 32%** 24% 
Target (Consensus) 1% 1% 0% 1% 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 22% 25% 19% 21% 
Table 6. Percentage of Variance in Cultural Richness Ratings Explained by Target, 
Relationship, and Perceiver Effects in Study 6 
*: higher than other condition at p < .1; **: higher than other condition at p < .05 (two tailed). 
Individuals with roots were born (n = 6) or had parents or grandparents (n = 9) born in these 
countries. 
All estimates are specified by equation (1) varying the participants sampled in each column.  
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
Discussion 
This study is the first to empirically test whether marketers’ actions may impact 
the degree to which brand meaning is idiosyncratic. Maintaining message content 
constant, marketing communications in narrative form led to significantly higher 
idiosyncrasy than in argument form, in support of H4. However, the subtlety of the 
manipulation may put into question the degree to which participants actually engaged in 
narrative or argument processing. The next study was designed to address this issue.   
Study 7: Narrative or Argument-Based Videos 
Study 7 replicates the effect of narrative processing on brand idiosyncrasy (H4) 
using a complementary approach to the one taken in study 6. Whereas study 6 focused on 
achieving maximum experimental control over message content while manipulating 
form, study 7 involves professionally developed communications to guarantee that 
participants engage in narrative processing (Deighton, Romer, and McQueen 1989). 
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This study involves a single factorial between-subjects design (marketing 
communication type: narrative versus argument) where marketing communication type is 
manipulated by the careful selection and pretest of videos aired on television or the 
Internet.  
Stimuli 
The search for marketing communications involved three major online sources: 
the video archive of the Cannes Lions Festival, which comprises the campaigns entered 
into the most important international advertising festival (www.canneslionsarchive.com); 
an internet advertising archive called Advertolog, which holds more than two million 
advertisements (www.advertolog.com); YouTube videos with corporate signature 
(www.youtube.com). A broad search across these sources indicated the consumption 
domains of cars to be appropriate for this study because it offers a large number of brands 
that invest heavily in marketing communications every year. A second broad search, now 
within car brands, led to the selection of “safety” as the attribute to be investigated, 
because most car brands develop marketing communications that specifically convey this 
attribute and also because both narrative-based and argument-based safety 
communications were found in good numbers. 
A two-step process resulted in the selection of marketing communications for the 
pre-test. The first step involved screening the three aforementioned databases for 
marketing communications in the video format that conveyed safety as their central 
message. This initial task resulted in more than one hundred ads selected. The second 
step consisted in the creation of pairs of videos, from the same brand and of the same 
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length, that varied in the degree to which they were narratives or arguments. Following 
the established consumer behavior literature on narratives (Deighton, Romer, and 
McQueen 1989; Escalas 2004; Stern 1994), videos classified as narratives (arguments) 
included (did not include) a plot, or a sequence of events chronologically articulated, and 
characters acting within the plot. This process led to the selection of eighteen videos or 
nine video pairs. 
In the pre-test, one hundred forty-one participants were asked to watch three 
videos and, immediately after watching each video, rate it along a series of dimensions. 
The nine pairs of videos selected for the pre-test involved six different brands: BMW (1 
pair), Hyundai (2 pairs), Mercedes (1 pair), Subaru (2 pairs), Toyota (2 pairs), and Volvo 
(1 pair). Each participant watched either three narrative-based or three argument-based 
videos, and the nine videos in each condition were separated into three different blocks so 
that each participant watched no more than one video from the same brand. After 
watching each video, participants were asked to rate, in the following order: 1) how much 
the following five statements, developed to measure safety, described the advertised 
brand (α = .96): “safe,” “secure,” “protection,” “keeps people out of danger,” “prevents 
harm;” 2) a six-item scale of narrative structure developed by Escalas (2004); 3) a one-
item scale of narrative or argument form, developed based on Deighton et al.’s (1989) 
typology; and, as covariates: 4) the extent of product information in the video (Meyers-
Levy and Peracchio 1992); 5) its production quality (Smith et al. 2007); 6) attitudes 
toward the ad and the brand (Smith et al. 2007); 7) a one-item scale of familiarity with 
the specific commercial; 8) the seven dimensions of the Viewer Response Profile 
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(Schlinger 1979; Strasheim, Pitt, and Caruana 2007): entertainment, confusion, relevant 
news, brand reinforcement, empathy, familiarity, and alienation. Even though the goal of 
the pretest was to find videos that varied in narrative form (Escalas 2004) while not 
varying in the degree to which they conveyed the safety attribute, the extensive battery of 
scales used offered as comprehensive as possible a portrait of the videos for selection.  
Brand  Description of the video Format 
BMW 
Description of how the BMW’s lane departure warning 
system works. 
Argument (A) 
BMW 
A man daydreams while driving, until the lane departure 
warning system brings his mind back to the road. 
Narrative (N) 
Mercedes Description of the Pre Safe breaking system. Argument (A) 
Mercedes 
During a major storm, a family leaves home to find shelter 
inside a Mercedes. 
Narrative (N) 
Toyota 
Description of the car’s safety features, which work together 
for a smarter driving experience.  
Argument (A) 
Toyota 
A child volunteers her doll and teddy bear to go inside the car 
during a crash test.  
Narrative (N) 
Table 7. Stimuli for Study 7 
Pre-test results led to the selection of the three pairs of ads from Mercedes, BMW, 
and Toyota that are described in table 7. These ads were not significantly different in 
their mean ratings of “safety,” indicating that they conveyed this attribute similarly, and 
were significantly different in their narrative structure. Importantly, they also did not 
differ in confusion, which is a dimension of the Viewer Response Profile that could instill 
heterogeneity in meanings due to the differences in participants’ cognitive effort. 
Concerning their more comprehensive profiles, the pairs of videos were perceived as 
equally familiar to participants and generated similar levels of affect for the brand, as 
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reflected in overall brand attitudes and in the brand reinforcement dimension of the 
Viewer Response Profile. These data indicate that the pairs of ads were perceived equally 
by participants, except for the degree to which they followed a narrative or argument 
form. Table 8 presents the main results from the pre-test. 
Video  Safety 
Narrative 
structure 
Brand 
attitude 
Production 
Quality 
Confusion 
(VRP) 
Familiarity 
Specific 
ad 
Type 
of ad 
(VRP) 
BMW 
Argument 
5.92 2.67 6.32 4.59 1.67 2.68 2.29 
BMW 
Narrative 
5.18 3.71* 6.26 4.97 2.00 2.05 1.89 
Mercedes 
Argument 
6.21 2.68 5.88 4.24 2.49 2.32 1.95 
Mercedes 
Narrative  
6.03 4.17* 6.25 5.07 2.07 1.95 1.74 
Toyota 
Argument 
5.29 2.53 5.46 5.21 2.06 2.83 2.83 
Toyota 
Narrative 
5.73 3.67* 5.15 4.68 1.81 2.22 2.39 
Table 8. Main results from pre-test for Study 7 
* Significantly higher than pair at p < .05. 
Participants, Procedure, and Measures 
Two hundred one undergraduate students from Boston University participated in 
this study in exchange for course credit. Each participant was asked to watch three video 
commercials. Half of the participants watched the three narrative commercials selected in 
the pre-test, and the other half watched the three argument-based commercials. 
Individuals were randomly assigned to conditions, and the order of the commercials 
within each condition was also randomized. After each commercial, they were asked to 
rate the advertised brand on the same five-item measure of “safety” used in the pretest, 
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and rate their overall brand attitude. After watching the three commercials, they were 
asked to rate them collectively on the narrative structure scale (Escalas 2004) and also on 
the confusion dimension of the Viewer Response Profile (Strasheim, Pitt, and Caruana 
2007). Finally, they responded whether they or their parents owned a car from each of the 
three advertised brands, i.e., BMW, Mercedes, and Toyota, and demographic questions. 
Results: Effect of Narratives on Idiosyncrasy 
Ratings on the six-item measure of narrative structure (Escalas 2004) were 
significantly different across conditions (Mnarrative = 3.73; Margument = 2.67; t(199) = 10.83, 
p < .001), which confirms the success of the manipulation.  
As in the previous studies, two random-effects ANOVAs and variance component 
analyses, one for the narrative and one for argument conditions, provided the input for the 
equality of variances test. Table 9 presents the results of this study. As hypothesized (H4), 
idiosyncrasy in brand meaning was higher in the narrative (αrelationship effects, narrative = 1.05) 
than in the argument condition (αrelationship effects, argument = .78; F(202, 196) = 1.34, p < .05).  
Random Effect  
(Associated Variance) 
Simple Model 
Including Ownership as 
Covariate 
Narrative Argument Narrative Argument 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 52%* 43% 52%* 41% 
Target (Consensus) 0% 22%* 0% 23%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 32%* 18% 32%* 19% 
Table 9. Percentage of Variance in Safety Ratings Explained by Target, Relationship, and 
Perceiver Effects in Study 7 
*: higher than other condition at p < .05. 
Simple model is specified by equation (1), with the inclusion of a covariate in the subsequent 
column.  
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
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This effect remained significant after controlling for whether participants or their parents 
owned a car from each of the advertised brands (αrelationship effects, narrative = 1.04; αrelationship 
effects, argument = .76; F(201, 195) = 1.38, p < .05). 
In contrast to the pre-test, significant differences emerged in participants’ average 
ratings on the five-item scale of “safety” for two of the three brands. However, the 
differences were in opposite directions – safety was perceived to be higher for Mercedes 
in the argument than the narrative condition, and the opposite was true for Toyota – and 
therefore cannot explain the overall pattern of results. Moreover, argument-based 
commercials were perceived to be slightly but significantly more confusing than narrative 
commercials, Margument = 2.15; Mnarrative = 1.87; t(199) = 2.10, p < .05, which results in a 
more conservative test of hypothesis. Increased confusion might result in more 
heterogeneous interpretations as participants vary in the amount of cognitive resources 
employed in watching the ads. However, if present, this effect worked against this study’s 
hypothesis since arguments were perceived to be more confusing than narratives. There 
were no significant differences in the overall attitudes toward each brand across 
conditions, which rules out potential halo effects. The Appendix details these results.  
Discussion 
In conjunction with study 6, this study provides strong supporting evidence for 
the hypothesis that narrative marketing communications increase idiosyncrasy in brand 
meaning when compared to argument-based communications. Given the advocated need 
for “real” commercials in order to establish narrative processing effects, with the 
reduction in experimental control that this need entails (Deighton, Romer, and McQueen 
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1989; Escalas and Stern 2003), this dissertation combines two complementary 
approaches. It first maximizes experimental control over meaning, with stimuli 
specifically crafted for this purpose, and then replicates results with professionally crafted 
commercials.   
The perspectives of brand meaning heterogeneity as confusion, lack of clarity in a 
brand’s message, or random error are not compatible with the results of this study. 
Instead, this study is consistent with a perspective than acknowledges that 
communication efforts may be more or less open to different interpretations (Eco 1989; 
Mick and Buhl 1992) and, as a consequence, brands may also be built from more “open” 
or “closed” perspectives (Pitt et al. 2006). To the extent that a brand invites consumers to 
contribute their own perspectives and experiences to the meaning of the brand, for 
instance through the use of narrative marketing communications, the brand will build its 
equity through idiosyncratic, rather than shared, meaning.  
Study 8: Testing the Effect of Brand Experience on Idiosyncrasy 
Besides experiencing a brand through its marketing communications, consumers 
may also experience it directly as they engage with its products or services. Study eight 
investigates the effect of direct brand experience on brand idiosyncrasy (H5) with a single 
factorial between-subjects design (duration of experience: short or long). 
This study requires a relatively unknown brand that offers rich experiential 
possibilities. Brand experience involves sensory, affective, behavioral, and intellectual 
dimensions (Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009). Therefore, an ideal brand would 
offer richness in as many of these dimensions of experience as possible in a laboratory 
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environment, without requiring significant investments of time for training consumers or 
for the actual experience to happen. Sånd, a brand of kinetic sand sold by the Brookstone 
retail chain, fulfilled these requirements: it is simple to use; it is resonant: most people 
can relate to the idea of playing with sand; it engages consumers in rich sensory and 
behavioral experience; and it is not well known to the public, as verified in the study. 
Hence, the Sånd brand offered an appropriate context to investigate whether increased 
experience leads to higher idiosyncrasy in brand meaning (H5).  
Participants, Procedure, and Measures 
One hundred twenty-six students from Boston University participated in this 
study in exchange for course credit. When participants arrived at the lab they were asked 
to sit at their individual cubicles, where one package of Sånd was hidden by a sheet of 
paper on the desk. After the initial instructions, they were asked to lift the sheet of paper 
and take a look at the package, to understand what the product was about. They were 
given fifteen seconds for this task. Subsequently, they were asked to play with the brand, 
either for thirty seconds (short experience) or for three minutes (long experience). The 
two conditions were randomized across experimental sessions in the laboratory, so that 
all participants in each session were given the same instructions. After playing with the 
product, they were asked to rate the Sånd brand on a five-item scale of creativity: 
“creative;” “imaginative;” “lets me be inventive;” “endless possibilities;” and 
“expands my mind.” They also rated three other related brands on the same items: Play 
Doh, Lego, and Silly Putty, in this order. Finally, they rated the brands on familiarity (1 = 
not at all familiar; 7 = very familiar) and overall attitude (1 = dislike very much; 7 = like 
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very much), answered whether they had used the Sånd brand before the study, and rated 
their task involvement (1 = not at all involved; 7 = very involved), mood (Russell, Weiss, 
and Mendelsohn 1989), and gender. 
Similarly to the approach taken in study 6, an analysis of Sånd’s promotional 
materials resulted in the choice of “creativity” as the attribute to be rated by participants 
because it constitutes a core meaning of the brand. The core meaning of creativity is 
evidenced by multiple data points: in the brand’s website, which displays different forms 
and shapes that can be created by consumers under the label “Sånd –tastic creations!;” in 
their slogan “pack it, pull it, shape it, love it;” and in their promotional videos, which also 
demonstrate the different creations afforded by the brand.  
Results: Effect of Experience on Idiosyncrasy 
The hypothesis that increased experience leads to higher brand idiosyncrasy is 
confirmed if the relationship variance attributed to the Sånd brand on creativity ratings is 
higher in the long experience condition (three minutes) than in the short experience 
condition (thirty seconds). This test of hypothesis requires an additional analytical step, in 
comparison with the previous analyses, to disentangle the variance in relationship effects 
attributed to the Sånd brand from the other brands rated, i.e., Play Doh, Lego, and Silly 
Putty. The jackknife method, used for similar purposes in the context of the Social 
Relations Model (Jung 1998), is an efficient way to estimate the variance associated with 
a specific target. This method involves calculating a pseudoestimate from a subset of the 
data that omits this target, such that Y*j = n(Yall) – (n – 1)Y(j), where Y*j is a 
pseudoestimate of the relationship variance attributed to target j; n is the total number of 
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targets; Yall is the relationship variance with the full dataset including all targets; and Y(j) 
is the relationship variance with the subset of data that excludes ratings of target j 
(Warner, Kenny, and Stoto 1979). The equality of variances test is then conducted with 
the two pseudoestimates for the relationship variance attributed to Sånd in the short 
experience (thirty second) and long experience (three minutes) conditions. Table 10 
contains the main results of this analysis and more details are presented in the Appendix. 
Brand 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of  
Brand Meaning 
(Associated Variance) 
Full Sample 
Excluding Prior  
Users of Sånd 
Long 
duration  
(3 minutes) 
Short 
duration 
(30 seconds) 
Long 
duration  
(3 minutes) 
Short 
duration 
(30 seconds) 
Sånd 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 38%** 15% 41%** 16% 
Target (Consensus) 0% 0% 0% 2%** 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 13% 35%** 9% 37%** 
Other 
Brands 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 26% 31% 23% 36%** 
Target (Consensus) 32% 28% 26% 22% 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 15% 15% 21% 15% 
Table 10. Percentage of Variance in Creativity Ratings Explained by Target, Relationship, 
and Perceiver Effects in Study 8 
*: higher than other condition at p < .1; **: higher than other condition at p < .05 (two tailed). 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
Brand idiosyncrasy on creativity ratings was higher in the three minute condition 
(σrelationship Sånd, 3min
2
 = .95) than in the thirty second condition (σrelationship Sånd, 30sec
2
 = .36; 
F(63, 61) = 2.65; p < .001). Therefore, H5 was supported. 
Controlling for brand familiarity and prior usage of the Sånd brand did not impact 
the results of the analysis. First, brand idiosyncrasy remained higher in the three minute 
condition than in the thirty second condition after controlling for brand familiarity 
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(σrelationship Sånd, 3min
2
 = .90; σrelationship Sånd, 30sec
2
 = .26; F(62, 60) = 3.40; p < .001). Second, 
this difference remained significant after removing from the analysis the thirty-three 
participants who reported having used the Sånd brand prior to the study (σrelationship Sånd, 
3min
2
 = 1.00; σrelationship Sånd, 30sec
2
 = .44; F(49, 42) = 2.27; p < .01).  
The manipulation impacted brand idiosyncrasy without impacting the mean 
ratings of any of the brands on creativity or participants’ mood state or task involvement. 
Excluding participants with prior experience with the Sånd brand and controlling for 
brand familiarity, the mean ratings on creativity for Sånd (MSånd, 30” = 4.18; MSånd, 3’ = 
4.16), Play Doh (MPlay Doh, 30” = 4.71; MPlay Doh, 3’ = 4.52), Lego (MLego, 30” = 5.56; MLego, 3’ 
= 5.53), and Silly Putty (MSilly Putty, 30” = 3.93; MSilly Putty, 3’ = 3.80) were not significantly 
different across conditions (all p values > . 05). There were also no significant differences 
across conditions in arousal (M30” = -.58; M3’ = -.19: p > .05), affect valence (M30” = 
1.49; M3’ = 1.62; p > .05), or task involvement (M30” = 5.16; M3’ = 5.22; p > .05). Hence, 
the reported effects cannot be attributed to mood effects or to differential involvement of 
participants in the longer relative to the shorter experience condition.  
Discussion 
Study 8 suggests that a brand’s meaning becomes more idiosyncratic as 
consumers experience it more. As consumers experience a brand, they get a better sense 
of what a brand affords to them, in this case, how much it enables them to be creative, 
which is a function not only of a brand’s characteristics but also of consumers’ 
characteristics. This result is consistent with previous research on consumer-brand 
relationships (Fournier 2009) that indicates that consumers derive meaning from brands 
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as they engage in relationships with them. It also coheres with the perspective that places 
consumers as coproducers of value (Vargo and Lusch 2008) and emphasizes that brands 
are increasingly evolving through the individualized experiences that consumers have 
with them. This study extends these lines of work by investigating the direct effect of 
consumer experience on brand meaning, more specifically, on the degree to which a 
brand’s meaning is idiosyncratic.  
Similarly to prior studies, the results reported here are also inconsistent with a 
view of brand idiosyncrasy as perceptual error or confusion in a brand’s messaging. 
There was no difference in brand messaging across conditions; participants were only 
given more time to experience the brand. Increased experience could only reduce 
perceptual error, not increase it as was the case for idiosyncrasy. As companies 
encourage consumers to experience the brand, through promotions or incentivized trial, 
they are not giving consumers access to a set of shared, agreed-upon meanings somehow 
contained in the brand as a target of perception. Rather, consumers are getting the chance 
to instill the brand with more idiosyncratic meaning.  
Study 9: Testing Social Presence as Moderator 
After study 8 tested the effect of brand experience on idiosyncrasy, this study 
investigates whether social presence moderates this effect (H6). If consumers engage in 
more homogeneous experiences when they engage in a consumption experience together 
(Ramanathan and McGill 2007), the effect of increased experience on brand idiosyncrasy 
should be mitigated when consumers experience the brand together rather than 
individually as they did in study 8. 
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This study involves a 2 (duration of experience: short or long) x 2 (social 
presence: alone or joint consumption) between-subjects design. Half of the participants 
went through similar procedures as the ones described in study 8, while the other half 
experienced the brand in small groups rather than individually. Additional changes in 
procedure accommodated the different impact of prior brand experience in a joint 
consumption condition rather than alone. In study 8, it was relatively simple to control for 
participants’ prior experience with Sånd by running an additional analysis excluding 
these participants. However, in the joint consumption experience conditions an entire 
group would have to be omitted from this additional analysis every time at least one 
member of the group had prior experience with the brand, which may have resulted in 
substantial loss of data and potentially insufficient power. To avoid this situation, a new 
procedure screened participants for prior use before random assignment to conditions, as 
detailed below. 
Participants, Procedure, Stimuli, and Measures 
This study recruited individuals from the subject pool of the Boston University 
School of Management Behavioral Lab. Two hundred twenty-six individuals (mean age = 
27 years; 66% female) received ten dollars in exchange for their participation in this 
study. 
Each experimental session involved up to seven participants, who formed two 
groups depending on whether they were assigned to the alone or joint consumption 
conditions. Within a session, 3 participants experienced the Sånd brand together and then 
answered the survey individually, and the other 1-4 participants both experienced the 
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brand and answered the survey individually. These two groups took turns between the 
laboratory room and the waiting area, so that the experimental procedure took 
approximately 10 minutes for each person and the entire session, including waiting time 
and experiment, took approximately 25 minutes. 
The randomization of duration of consumption experience (30” or 3’), social 
presence (alone or joint consumption), and order of groups within session (alone 
condition goes first in the session or joint consumption goes first) resulted in each 
experimental session potentially taking one of eight possible configurations. These eight 
configurations were randomized across 43 experimental sessions (average number of 
participants per session = 5.3) using Excel’s RAND function prior to data collection, with 
only minor subsequent adjustments to accommodate for no shows, i.e., less than four 
participants present in an experimental session, and to balance the sample sizes across the 
eight configurations. 
At the start of each experimental session, participants were informed that the 
purpose of the study was to understand how consumers evaluate brands. They were then 
shown a package of Sånd and asked individually whether they had used this brand before. 
The experimenter explained to them that this information would not impact their 
participation in the study, and defined previous usage as involving more than simply 
touching the product at the store once or twice, i.e., it involved either experiencing the 
brand multiple times or for a longer period of time. After answering about their prior 
usage of Sånd, participants were randomly assigned to either go first or second to the lab 
room based on which number they picked from a bag. Participants that reported having 
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used the brand before were assigned to the individual experience condition, so that the 
data from them could be omitted from analysis. Once inside the lab room, participants 
were given time to look at the package and understand what the brand was about, asked 
to experience the brand (either at a table as a group or in individual cubicles with no 
visual contact, and either for 30” or 3’, depending on condition) and answer the same 
survey that was used in study 8. This survey involved: creativity ratings of Sånd, Play 
Doh, Lego, and Silly Putty; brand familiarity and attitude; task involvement; mood; 
gender; and age. After they left the room (or before they went in, depending on the 
number they picked in the random drawing), participants waited in the waiting room for 
the other group to follow the experimental procedures in the lab. All participants were 
paid together at the end of the session.   
Results: Effect of Experience and Social Presence on Idiosyncrasy 
Data analysis followed the same jackknife method described in study 8 to 
estimate the relationship variance attributed to the Sånd brand in each condition, with one 
difference. The level of analysis in this study was the group rather than the individual. 
The group level of analysis enabled the test of whether the effect of increased 
consumption experience on brand idiosyncrasy is mitigated when consumers experience 
the brand with others in a group, as compared to randomly generated groups of people 
who did not interact. This analytical approach combines the group level of analysis from 
research within the Social Relations Model (Malloy et al. 1997) with the analytical 
creation of random groups to test the effects of social presence on consumer behavior 
(Ariely and Levav 2000; Ramanathan and Menon 2006). 
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The analysis started with the groups formed in the joint consumption conditions. 
There were 19 groups of three individuals in the 30” condition and 18 groups of three 
individuals in the 3’ condition. For each group, a jackknife analysis estimated the brand 
idiosyncrasy associated with the Sånd brand. The second step involved randomly creating 
groups from the participants in the alone conditions. Fifty-seven individuals participated 
in the 30” alone condition, out of which two reported having used the brand and hence 
were omitted from the analysis, and fifty-eight individuals participated in the 3’ alone 
condition, out of which eight were omitted due to prior usage of Sånd. Therefore, 
eighteen three-people groups were created in the 30” alone condition and sixteen three-
people groups in the 3’ alone condition, and the jackknife method was used to estimate 
brand idiosyncrasy attributed to Sånd in each group. This procedure was repeated twenty 
times to achieve more stable estimates and each group’s average brand idiosyncrasy 
across the twenty random iterations was used in the analysis (intra-class correlation = 
.62).   
The analysis produced group-level estimates of brand idiosyncrasy that can be 
analyzed through ANOVA procedures (Malloy et al. 1997). The duration of experience x 
social presence interaction was not significant, F(1, 67) = .04, p > .1. There were also no 
significant effects for duration of experience (F(1, 67) = .15, p > .1) nor social presence 
(F(1, 67) = 2.15, p > .1). Therefore, the hypothesis that joint experience moderates the 
effect of brand experience on idiosyncrasy (H6) was not supported. 
Besides not supporting H6, and likely a key reason why the moderating effect of 
social presence was not found, the data from study 9 did not replicate the results found in 
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study 8. A replication of the same analysis conducted in study 8, hence excluding 
participants in the joint experience conditions, also resulted in a null effect of duration of 
experience on brand idiosyncrasy (σrelationship Sånd, 3min
2
 =.42; σrelationship Sånd, 30sec
2
 = .61; 
F(49, 54) = .68; p > .2). Therefore, as H5 was not supported by this study, there was 
essentially no effect of brand experience for social presence to moderate. 
Post Hoc Analysis 
Post hoc analysis of the subsample of participants that experienced the brand 
alone indicates two related mechanisms that may help explain why duration of brand 
experience did not increase idiosyncrasy among them, as was the case in study 8. First, 
duration of experience had a negative effect on affect valence, M30sec = 2.01; M3min = 
1.44; F(1, 113) = 3.23; p < .08. The request to experience the brand for a longer period of 
time may have triggered negative affect that was associated with participants not fully 
engaging in the task. To the extent that participants did not actually engage with the 
brand, for instance if they barely touched the product for the requested period rather than 
actually making forms and shapes or feeling it in their hands, the effect of duration of 
experience may have been severely attenuated. Second, and still focusing only in the 
alone conditions, there was an intriguing interaction between duration of experience and 
the order in which participants conducted the experimental procedure on the jackknife 
estimate of brand idiosyncrasy, F(1, 30) = 15.07, p < .001. Contrast analysis reveals that, 
when participants first remained in the waiting room and then went into the laboratory to 
conduct the experimental procedures, brand idiosyncrasy was directionally higher with 
increased experience (σrelationship effect, 3min
2
 = .72; σrelationship effect, 30sec
2
 = .61; F(1, 30) = 1.57, 
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p > .1). However, when participants went first into the laboratory, brand idiosyncrasy was 
significantly lower with increased experience (σrelationship effect, 3min
2
 = .24; σrelationship effect, 
30sec
2
 = .62; F(1, 30) = 17.18, p < .001). This unexpected pattern of results regarding 
brand idiosyncrasy led to the search for similar patterns in other variables, and affect 
valence emerged again as a possible explanation. Specifically, there was a marginally 
significant interaction between duration of experience and order of experimental 
procedures on affect valence, F(1, 111) = 2.99; p < .09. Contrast analysis reveals no 
effects of duration of experience on affect valence when participants first waited and then 
went into the laboratory, F(1, 111) = .013; p > .1. However, when participants went first 
into the laboratory, participants who experienced the brand for a longer period reported 
significantly more negative affect (M3min = 1.27; M30sec = 2.41; F(1, 111) = 6.26; p < .05). 
Reconciling this analysis with the previous one on affect valence that did not consider 
order effects, it is clear that the negative effect of duration of experience on affect 
reported above was more pronounced when participants went first into the lab than when 
they waited first for the others and then conducted the experimental procedures. The data 
does not offer an indication as to why the order in which individuals participated in the 
experiment moderated the effect of duration of experience on affect. It is possible that a 
priori differences in mood contaminated results despite the random assignment to 
conditions. Alternatively, the sequence of instructions may have led to more negative 
affect when participants were asked for a prolonged experience with the brand right after 
arriving to the experimental setting when compared with doing it after remaining in the 
waiting room for a period of time.   
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Discussion 
Results from study 9 do not support the hypothesis that shared brand experience 
moderates the effect of duration of experience on brand idiosyncrasy (H6). They do, 
however, suggest an important learning about the manipulation of brand experience. 
Unlike consumers’ typical use of brands that involves fulfilling some sort of need or goal 
(Fournier 1998; Park, Jaworski, and Maclnnis 1986), participants in the lab did not 
necessarily have any particular goal associated with using a given brand, particularly 
because their payment was not tied to how they participated. Therefore, it may be 
unpleasant for participants to experience a brand for prolonged periods of time with no 
particular reason for doing so, which may impact whether and how they follow the 
experimental procedures. In the case of the present study, the hypothesized effect of 
duration of experience on brand idiosyncrasy (H5) assumes participants actively engage 
with the product, which may not have happened in the longer duration of experience 
condition. 
Future research may explore changes in procedures and incentives to guarantee 
that participants more fully engage with the target brand. A simple alternative involves 
reducing the amount of time in the longer duration condition. Participants may be more 
likely to engage with the brand when asked to do it for two minutes, or even for only one 
minute, rather than for three minutes as the previous studies requested. In addition, an 
experiment may include incentives for performance, such as small prizes for the best 
creation in each session or public display of each person’s (or group’s) creations. The 
present research purposefully did not include such incentives to allow for a more 
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spontaneous brand experience and to avoid demand effects on the subsequent ratings of 
the brand on creativity. However, it is certainly possible to develop incentive mechanisms 
that circumvent demand effects. In any case, data from studies 8 and 9 suggest that future 
studies should avoid manipulating social presence within sessions, at least with the 
approach taken here. This research design requires participants to wait while others 
conduct the alternative experimental procedures, which led to unexpected order effects in 
study 9 that can be avoided with the simpler manipulation across sessions used in study 8.  
Apart from internal validity issues, study 9 also suggests the search for possible 
moderators of the effect of brand experience on idiosyncrasy. For instance, it is likely that 
certain types of goals are associated with more or less idiosyncrasy in brand meaning, or 
that, more broadly, consumers’ goals may have a direct impact on the specific meaning 
that consumers derive from a brand experience (Janiszewski 2008a). Alba and 
Hutchinson (1987) distinguish familiarity, defined as the number of accumulated product 
experiences, from expertise, which involves the cognitive structures and processes 
needed to perform product-related tasks. They highlight that, even though consumer 
expertise generally increases with product experience, this relationship is not necessary. 
Similarly, it is likely that not all forms of brand experience increase idiosyncrasy when 
consumers experience the brand alone, and this phenomenon may be more fruitfully 
investigated before exploring social dynamics.   
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION  
Results from this dissertation reconcile contradictory findings regarding the 
degree to which a given individual’s understanding of a brand’s meaning is shared with 
other individuals in that target segment, i.e., the consensus assumption. In agreement with 
the extant literature that delves into consensus (John et al. 2006; Zaltman and Coulter 
1995), the studies reported here indicate that there is a significant level of consensus in 
brand meaning. However, results are inconsistent with this literature in its claim that 
brands are predominantly consensual. The first five studies address this dissertation’s first 
research question and find that, across more than 70 brands from eleven different 
consumption domains, brand meaning is predominantly idiosyncratic rather than 
consensual. Brand idiosyncrasy, as measured by the variance in relationship effects, 
comprised a higher percentage of variance than brand consensus, the variance in the 
effects of brands as targets of perception, on both brand personality ratings and 
judgments of brand quality. The primacy of idiosyncrasy cannot be attributed to affect 
halo, differences in usage profiles or brand familiarity, typical demographic segmentation 
variables, or the conflation of idiosyncrasy with assimilation and unstable variance. 
These data point to the conclusion that, even though there is significant consensus, the 
assumption that brand meaning is predominantly consensual is not justified. Researchers 
and managers who focus only on the associations shared across consumers to define a 
brand’s meaning (Keller 2003) risk losing most of what the brand actually means to 
consumers.  
This dissertation is also the first to empirically investigate what brand 
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characteristics are associated with higher idiosyncrasy. Study 4 indicates that unique, 
idiosyncratic meanings evolve as consumers become more familiar with a brand, 
developing a relationship with it. Study 5 suggests that the nature of the consumer 
engagement with a brand also matters, as private consumer-brand relationships are 
associated with more idiosyncrasy than more public ones. Consumers develop more 
idiosyncratic meaning as they become more familiar and have more private experiences 
with a brand. 
Finally, the last set of studies addresses the third research question of this 
dissertation, which concerns the impact of consumer-brand interactions on brand 
idiosyncrasy. Two forms of interaction under the control of the brand manager are 
explored: marketing communications and direct brand experience. Studies 6 and 7 use 
complementary research designs to show that marketing communications structured in 
narrative form, when contrasted with the argument form, result in higher idiosyncrasy in 
brand meaning. Study 8 indicates that direct brand experience increases brand 
idiosyncrasy, which was higher (lower) among consumers who experienced a previously 
unknown brand for a longer (shorter) period of time.  
Overall, this dissertation rejects the apparent incommensurability of two 
approaches to brand meaning, one based on the tenets of consensus, consistency, and 
simplicity, and the other on heterogeneity, consumer appropriation, and complexity. By 
integrating multiple, often conflicting research traditions within anthropology, 
psychology, sociology, and semiotics, it acknowledges that the social construction of 
brand meaning involves the effect of brands as targets of perception, the effect of 
  
98 
consumers as perceivers, and the effect of consumer-brand relationships that is the focus 
of this research. Disentangled from unstable variance and from perceiver effects, the 
idiosyncratic component of brand meaning can now be appropriately measured, 
experimented with, and managed.  
Theoretical Implications 
The unexplored construct of idiosyncrasy in brand meaning not only represents a 
core component of meaning that predominates over brand consensus, but also emerges 
from this dissertation as a fundamentally different concept than the typical framings of 
confusion or perceptual error would suggest. Rather, consumers seem to develop more 
idiosyncratic meanings as they engage in relationships with a brand, in a pattern that may 
start to be delineated based on the studies reported here.   
Findings from this research cannot be easily reconciled with previous 
conceptualizations that associate heterogeneity in meanings with confusion or lack of 
clarity in a brand’s messaging (Aaker 1991; Keller 2000). The contrast between 
narrative-based and argument-based marketing communications offers a case in point: 
narrative-based communications led to higher idiosyncrasy in brand meaning than 
argument-based communication when there were no differences in the clarity of the 
message (Study 6) and even when arguments were perceived by participants as more 
confusing than narratives (Study 7).  
Results also question the framing of variability in a brand’s meaning as the 
consequence of perceptual errors or distortions, which has already been challenged on 
conceptual grounds (Allen, Fournier, and Miller 2008; Janiszewski 2008b). Brand 
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familiarity, which is generally associated with advantages in attention, learning, and 
evaluation processes (Hoeffler and Keller 2003), was associated with higher levels of 
idiosyncrasy in brand meaning (Study 4). Narrative communications increased brand 
idiosyncrasy relative to argument-based communications despite the lack of any 
differences in the information retrieved by consumers across conditions (Study 6). 
Perceptual distortions associated with halo effects were also not a relevant explanation 
for brand idiosyncrasy, since the inclusion of overall brand attitudes as a control variable 
tended to make brand meaning more consensual rather than idiosyncratic (Studies 1, 2, 
and 3). These results suggest that halo effects in the studies reported here are 
predominantly sources of common rather than idiosyncratic perceptual distortion 
(Holbrook and Huber 1979), in the sense that brand attitudes explained consensus more 
so than idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. 
Based on the studies reported here, brand idiosyncrasy involves an engagement 
between consumers and brands that allows consumers to instill brands with unique 
meanings. First, the degree to which consumers engage with brands, both in terms of 
increased brand familiarity (Study 4) and brand experience (Study 8), was positively 
associated with idiosyncrasy in brand meaning. Following this logic, it is possible that, in 
the absence of brand familiarity, each consumer would form his or her own 
understanding of a brand based on how he or she perceive brands in general, such that 
generalized brand representations would “fill in” the lack of brand-specific information. 
Therefore, brand assimilation, the variance in perceiver effects, would be the 
predominant component of brand meaning in the case of a new or unknown brand, which 
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is consistent with results from Studies 4 and 8. Increases in familiarity would be 
associated with higher brand idiosyncrasy and brand consensus, as consumers develop 
both shared and unique associations with a brand (as per Study 4).   
Second, brand idiosyncrasy was also higher when the nature of the consumer 
engagement with a brand was more conducive to the development of unique meanings, 
such as in the case of private consumption (Study 5) or narrative-based marketing 
communications (Studies 6 and 7). When the nature of brand engagement is concerned, 
brand idiosyncrasy and brand consensus seem to follow opposite patterns, such that 
idiosyncrasy increases when consensus decreases and vice-versa. For example, when 
contrasted with argument-based marketing communications, narrative-based 
communications increase idiosyncrasy and decrease consensus (Study 7). Results 
concerning private and public consumption followed a similar direction (Study 5). 
Overall, this dissertation invites branding scholars to investigate variability in 
brand meaning from a new perspective that acknowledges the predominance and 
meaningfulness of unique, idiosyncratic associations in consumers’ perceptions of a 
brand. 
Managerial Implications 
Three brand management practices may benefit from incorporating the results 
from this dissertation: brand equity measurement, segmentation, and brand positioning.  
The most direct implication of this research for managers involves the 
measurement of brand meaning. The prevalence of brand idiosyncrasy over consensus 
strongly encourages managers to move beyond measuring the central tendency in brand 
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meaning, i.e., what a brand means when individual brand associations are aggregated at 
the segment or market level, to also measure the variability in meaning, or the degree to 
which brand meaning is idiosyncratic to consumers. Very few companies make any 
attempts at tacking the variability in the meanings of their brands. For those who want to 
pursue such an approach, only crude measures of dispersion are currently available for 
this task. These measures, such as standard deviations, do not enable meaningful analyses 
as they confound brand idiosyncrasy with assimilation and unstable variance,. Based on 
the conceptual model and methodology developed here, companies may start developing 
category- and brand-specific insights about brand idiosyncrasy and how it relates to their 
marketing and business objectives. Relatedly, results from this dissertation question a 
common practice in qualitative research of discarding associations that are idiosyncratic 
or inconsistent with the overarching themes found across consumers, in the hopes of 
identifying the core meaning of a brand. Qualitative analysis that delves deeply into 
idiosyncratic associations, for instance, by exploring the underlying narratives and 
discourses in which these associations are embedded, may generate rich insights that 
better capture what a brand means to consumers.   
A second set of implications involves market segmentation, the stepping stone to 
brand positioning decisions (Keller 2003). Marketers manage heterogeneity in consumer 
preferences by developing discrete, homogeneous segments of consumers for whom the 
brand’s point of differentiation is a relevant choice driver. Such segmentation schemes 
are typically based on actionable targeting variables such as demographics, with the 
assumption of shared brand meaning within segment held dear. Results reported here 
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concerning idiosyncrasy call into question the assumption that males and females or other 
management-defined segments share high brand consensus. Brand meaning was 
predominantly idiosyncratic rather than consensual even when analysis involved 
participants from the same age who lived in the same city, frequented the same private 
university, and belonged to the same gender or shared the same birthplace. One 
alternative to deal with this issue involves the development of more granular 
segmentation efforts. At the limit, the identification of segments of one consumer 
circumvents the issue with idiosyncrasy and consensus altogether. However, even though 
the increased availability of transactional data at the individual level allows firms to 
pursue micro-segmented approaches, the costs of managing multiple brand meanings 
across micro-segments will likely remain prohibitive in the foreseeable future. The 
challenge is then to find the optimal level of granularity in customer segments for brand 
management purposes. 
Branding scholars have suggested that segments should be based on brand 
perception rather than more typical demographic or psychographic variables (Allen, 
Fournier, and Miller 2008; Zaltman 2003). This way, idiosyncrasy in brand meaning may 
be broken down into distinct segments of consumers who share a more consensual view 
of the brand. For instance, Carrillat and colleagues (2009) leveraged the repertory grid 
method (Kelly 1955) to develop a segmentation technique that aggregates individuals 
according to the content and structure of their brand associations. This segmentation 
approach may be particularly useful for brands that deal more directly with highly 
discrete and manageable meaning-based segments, for instance, when variability in 
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meaning is highly associated with subcultural groups or geographic variation. Present 
results strongly support the development of new meaning-based segmentation schemes 
that are actionable to managers.  
As previously discussed in this dissertation and elsewhere (Sheth and Parvatiyar 
1995; Vargo and Lusch 2004), the development of a relationship marketing orientation 
and the simultaneous embrace of co-creation has increased sensitivity to the level of 
personalization of a customer’s experience with a brand. However, customer relationship 
practices that focus on profit maximization, treating customers like organizational assets 
rather than relationship partners, still fail to deliver on the promise of personalized value 
creation (Avery and Fournier 2012).  By isolating the effect of consumer-brand 
relationships on brand meaning, the conceptual model presented here may contribute to 
the development of new segmentation approaches that deal directly with relationship 
effects, such as by capturing with more granularity how consumers relate to brands 
(Fournier 1998). Because brand relationship types are governed by different sets of rules 
(e.g., do not disclose personal information) and help firms achieve different marketing 
objectives (e.g., market share, price premium), relationship-based segments allow 
companies to define the types of relationships that are most desirable from a business 
standpoint and orient their relationship marketing efforts to the associated rules of 
engagement (Avery, Fournier, and Wittenbraker 2014). 
It is generally accepted that a strong brand positioning consists of establishing a 
clear, consistent, and simple point of differentiation based on the needs of target 
segments, such that consumers come to agree that the brand is superior to competitors on 
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one or more select attributes (Keller, Sternthal, and Tybout 2002; Ries and Trout 2000). 
This admonition is complicated by the fact that brand differentiation also emerges at the 
level of the consumer-brand dyad as consumers associate the brand with idiosyncratic 
meanings (Fournier 1998; Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004). If these idiosyncratic 
meanings are, as results presented here suggest, a more prevalent component of brand 
meaning than consensual associations, brand managers should be encouraged to dedicate 
less of their time to the selection and consistent promotion of a single, consensual set of 
brand associations in order to better understand and manage the different ways in which 
the brand may be perceived by consumers. For instance, multiple narratives may be 
associated with a given brand, and consumers interpret and use these narratives in highly 
contextualized ways (Diamond et al. 2009; Kozinets 2001), but few companies are 
attuned to these variations in meaning. Managers may benefit from adopting a portfolio 
approach to brand meaning management that is more focused on the coherence of 
multiple, idiosyncratic meanings than on the presumed consistency of a unified meaning 
(Lakoff and Johnson 2008, p. 105). 
 A final implication of this dissertation to brand positioning practices concerns a 
new type of strategic choice for managers. Besides deciding on the intended meaning of a 
brand, managers may also decide the degree to which this meaning should be shared 
across consumers or idiosyncratic. Some scholars have recently proposed that brands 
vary in the degree to which their meanings are “open” or “close” to consumer co-creation 
(Pitt et al. 2006). These scholars assume that brand management is necessarily evolving 
toward increased openness, co-creation, and variability in the meanings of brands. 
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However, it is quite possible that many brands will continue to benefit from developing a 
set of closed meanings for a long period of time. This dissertation offers the first steps 
toward understanding which kinds of marketing actions may lead to higher or lower 
idiosyncrasy in brand meaning, such as narrative-based versus argument-based 
communications, which may prove beneficial for managers that choose to proactively 
influence the degree to which brand meaning is shared or idiosyncratic to individual 
consumers. 
Limitations and Future Research 
This dissertation opens up several possibilities for further investigation, some of 
which derive from limitations in the present research.  
In this dissertation, the conceptualization of idiosyncrasy, consensus, and 
assimilation in brand meaning is directly tied to a particular methodology of variance 
partitioning based on a given set of ratings. Even though this methodology has been 
extensively developed and tested in the context of interpersonal perception, its extension 
into the branding context involves some limitations. Most notably, because a brand’s 
effect as target of perception is based on its average ratings across consumers, analysis 
and findings are sensitive to the choice of brands and dimensions of meaning sampled. 
Issues could be raised regarding both types of choices. Because the methodology requires 
sampling multiple brands from the same consumption domain, the choice of brands was 
restricted to the consumption domains that had a higher number of brands with which 
consumers were familiar. In terms of the choice of dimensions of brand meaning, it may 
be argued that not all brand personality dimensions are relevant to all brands and that 
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brand quality involves a consumer judgment, i.e., how good is the brand, rather than what 
it stands for. This research addressed these issues by extensively replicating results across 
multiple consumption domains and dimensions of meaning. Further research could 
explore alternative approaches for data collection and analysis that are less subject to the 
limitations of the present study. For example, derivations of the repertoire grid (Kelly 
1955) that allow consumers to self-generate brands and meanings that more directly 
capture how they perceive a given consumption domain may be fruitfully explored. 
Another limitation of this research involves the tests of hypotheses concerning 
brand characteristics associated with higher levels of idiosyncrasy in meaning, i.e., 
familiarity and private or public consumption. Since the research design involved 
sampling existing brands that varied in terms of these dimensions, potential confounding 
factors cannot be ruled out. For instance, the selection of packaged food brands to 
represent private consumption and fast food chains to represent public consumption can 
be challenged on the basis of the other ways in which these brands differ, such as the 
level of advertising spending by brands in each group. Future research could directly 
manipulate these variables, especially private or public consumption, in order to verify 
the causal effect on brand idiosyncrasy.  
With regard to the effect of brand experience on idiosyncrasy, the discussion 
section of Study 9 offers some possibilities for new methodological approaches and 
moderator variables to be tested in order to better understand when experience is more or 
less likely to impact idiosyncrasy. A key theme involves the need to more directly 
motivate participants to engage in the brand experience. Subsequent research could then 
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address the potential moderating effect of social presence under a new light.  
A direct and needed extension of the current research involves further 
investigating the mechanisms through which narrative communications and brand 
experience impact idiosyncrasy. The extant literature suggests that narrative 
communications increase idiosyncrasy because they invite consumers to transport 
themselves into the story, therefore associating the brand with personal meanings. 
Similarly, the effect of brand experience presumably derives from the fact that consumers 
have more of a chance to understand what the brand affords them individually. But 
additional research may empirically test these process explanations for a more robust test 
of the theory proposed. More broadly, investigation of additional processes that may be 
associated with idiosyncrasy in brand meaning, such as projection of salient aspects of 
the self onto beloved brands, may provide a more comprehensive understanding of when 
brand meaning gets personal. 
Brand assimilation – the variance in perceiver effects – also emerged from 
empirical results as a prevalent component of brand meaning, even after conducting 
separate analysis to purify brand ratings from response styles (Baumgartner and 
Steenkamp 2001). In an exploratory spirit, some preliminary insights may be inducted 
from the available data. First, the level of brand assimilation seems to be contingent on 
the domain of brand meaning under investigation. Assimilation accounted for a higher 
proportion of variance in brand personality ratings than consensus, which was not the 
case for brand quality ratings. This finding is consistent with interpersonal research that 
has found that perceiver effects derive from individuals’ projections of their own traits 
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onto others (Wood, Harms, and Vazire 2010): personality offers a more fertile ground 
than perceived quality for the projection of consumers’ own traits on the meaning of 
brands. Second, the data suggest that assimilation decreases with experience, which is 
also consistent with social perception research that reports reduced assimilation with 
acquaintance (Kenny 1994). Not unlike the interpersonal domain, generalized brand 
representations may involve a general standard that consumers use to make sense of 
unknown brands and is progressively substituted by shared and idiosyncratic meanings as 
the relationship evolves. The prevalence of this unexplored component of brand meaning 
invites research to also explore the nomological network around these generalized brand 
representations. 
Finally, this research lays the groundwork for the investigation of how and 
whether idiosyncrasy impacts brand strength and brand value. Results regarding the 
effect of familiarity and brand experience on idiosyncrasy suggest that it may lead to 
stronger brands, as these factors are important drivers of brand preference and choice 
(Aaker 1991). In contrast, previous research shows that changes in dispersion in brand 
quality ratings over time negatively impacts firm value (Luo, Raithel, and Wiles 2013). 
Even though it is hardly surprising that inconsistent brand quality ratings over time are 
detrimental to brand equity, this result indicates one instance where idiosyncrasy may 
hurt rather than help the brand. Additional research may investigate in which dimensions 
of brand meaning idiosyncrasy leads to weaker versus stronger brands. For example, 
idiosyncrasy may hurt a brand when it refers to attributes that are unequivocally positive, 
such as brand quality, or when it refer to symbols of status, which derive most of their 
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sign value from the fact that they are agreed upon by consumers. In contrast, brand 
idiosyncrasy may help a brand when it refers to the expression of different tastes, such as 
aesthetic associations, or when variability in meanings allows consumers to fulfill 
different sets of goals, such as self-enhancement and self-verification goals.  
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APPENDIX: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 
Descriptive Statistics: Study 1 
Brand Sincerity Excitement Competence Sophistication Ruggedness Familiar Attitude 
A & F 
3.30 3.74 3.77 3.93 3.43 5.38 3.15 
(1.56) (1.57) (1.55) (1.52) (1.67) (1.82) (2.04) 
American 
Apparel 
3.86 4.52 4.16 3.75 3.50 4.34 3.72 
(1.30) (1.36) (1.30) (1.43) (1.55) (2.07) (1.79) 
American 
Eagle 
4.39 4.20 4.28 3.90 3.88 5.40 4.35 
(1.42) (1.38) (1.41) (1.31) (1.46) (1.88) (1.84) 
Armani 
3.95 4.98 5.36 5.65 3.75 4.53 4.50 
(1.49) (1.24) (1.22) (1.11) (1.69) (1.98) (1.79) 
Banana 
Republic 
4.56 4.50 5.16 5.05 3.51 5.21 5.10 
(1.17) (1.21) (1.17) (1.17) (1.58) (1.83) (1.68) 
Burberry 
4.46 5.09 5.79 5.91 3.89 5.01 5.17 
(1.44) (1.29) (1.14) (1.06) (1.89) (1.81) (1.74) 
Calvin 
Klein 
4.38 4.73 5.20 5.18 3.86 5.09 4.68 
(1.28) (1.28) (1.22) (1.28) (1.43) (1.58) (1.54) 
Chanel 
4.19 5.36 5.60 6.05 3.43 4.91 4.85 
(1.58) (1.21) (1.17) (1.13) (1.96) (1.86) (1.78) 
Club 
Monaco 
3.89 4.41 4.51 4.85 3.50 3.37 4.21 
(1.34) (1.34) (1.35) (1.35) (1.46) (2.11) (1.67) 
Express 
3.57 4.13 4.21 3.95 3.04 4.39 4.21 
(1.32) (1.36) (1.47) (1.54) (1.44) (2.33) (1.85) 
Gap 
4.68 3.78 4.49 3.79 3.57 5.35 4.41 
(1.37) (1.18) (1.26) (1.15) (1.44) (1.71) (1.79) 
Gucci 
3.86 5.08 5.31 5.73 3.38 4.75 4.52 
(1.57) (1.30) (1.23) (1.14) (1.65) (1.91) (1.60) 
Guess 
3.55 4.22 4.14 4.08 3.21 4.22 3.61 
(1.24) (1.37) (1.41) (1.49) (1.44) (1.96) (1.48) 
H&M 
4.31 4.62 4.34 3.78 3.26 5.73 5.00 
(1.25) (1.24) (1.22) (1.29) (1.47) (1.69) (1.73) 
Hollister 
3.60 3.75 3.68 3.64 3.57 5.25 3.31 
(1.42) (1.36) (1.41) (1.34) (1.61) (1.82) (1.74) 
J. Crew 
4.57 4.59 5.28 5.29 3.60 5.04 5.18 
(1.22) (1.15) (1.23) (1.28) (1.55) (1.93) (1.55) 
Ralph 
Lauren 
4.71 4.78 5.60 5.64 4.32 5.61 5.28 
(1.22) (1.21) (1.16) (1.15) (1.67) (1.71) (1.53) 
Prada 
3.98 5.20 5.44 5.73 3.55 4.61 4.75 
(1.58) (1.19) (1.19) (1.18) (1.85) (2.07) (1.77) 
Urban 
Outfitters 
4.06 4.98 4.13 4.06 3.70 5.44 4.39 
(1.28) (1.35) (1.32) (1.41) (1.48) (1.85) (1.97) 
Zara 
3.96 4.67 4.71 4.55 3.52 4.74 4.84 
(1.24) (1.33) (1.30) (1.49) (1.39) (2.22) (1.81) 
Mean (standard deviation); N = 99 
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Descriptive Statistics: Study 2 
Brand Quality Familiar Attitude 
Adidas 
6.97 6.10 5.44 
(1.41) (1.03) (1.30) 
Nike 
7.68 6.60 6.21 
(1.20) (0.71) (0.99) 
Puma 
6.04 5.15 4.43 
(1.44) (1.46) (1.34) 
Reebok 
5.53 4.74 4.13 
(1.46) (1.70) (1.20) 
Under Armour 
6.89 5.11 5.10 
(1.41) (1.92) (1.40) 
ABC 
6.76 5.43 5.04 
(1.43) (1.65) (1.31) 
CBS 
6.42 4.82 4.62 
(1.53) (1.99) (1.29) 
CNN 
6.70 5.51 4.79 
(1.68) (1.46) (1.47) 
ESPN 
6.82 5.13 4.99 
(1.54) (1.98) (1.36) 
Fox 
5.41 4.79 4.10 
(2.09) (1.93) (1.67) 
AT&T 
6.24 5.79 4.61 
(1.70) (1.46) (1.59) 
Sprint 
4.99 4.25 3.74 
(1.74) (1.95) (1.19) 
T-Mobile 
4.71 4.91 3.66 
(1.75) (1.78) (1.42) 
Verizon 
6.93 5.41 4.98 
(1.40) (1.73) (1.30) 
Virgin 
4.47 3.14 3.54 
(1.82) (1.91) (1.26) 
Aquafresh 
5.28 3.47 3.99 
(1.43) (1.97) (1.27) 
Colgate 
6.71 6.10 5.30 
(1.40) (1.07) (1.21) 
Crest 
6.63 5.90 5.29 
(1.43) (1.44) (1.17) 
Oral-B 
6.69 5.30 5.03 
(1.46) (1.79) (1.26) 
Sensodyne 
6.11 3.88 4.36 
(1.69) (2.27) (1.39) 
Mean (standard deviation); N = 136 
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Descriptive Statistics: Study 3 
Brand Sincerity Excitement Competence Sophistication Ruggedness Familiar Attitude 
BMW 
4.47 5.36 5.72 5.64 4.39 5.74 5.58 
(1.23) (1.03) (1.02) (1.06) (1.59) (1.55) (1.42) 
Honda 
4.71 4.00 4.66 3.43 4.27 4.90 4.14 
(1.08) (1.01) (1.04) (1.29) (1.30) (1.84) (1.50) 
Mercedes-
Benz 
4.32 5.37 5.80 5.86 4.03 5.47 5.70 
(1.21) (1.03) (1.06) (1.08) (1.58) (1.65) (1.24) 
Toyota 
4.67 4.11 4.90 3.45 4.36 5.27 4.31 
(1.15) (1.17) (1.21) (1.21) (1.35) (1.75) (1.51) 
Volkswagen 
4.79 4.51 5.10 4.16 4.31 4.76 4.61 
(1.07) (1.01) (0.98) (1.20) (1.26) (1.94) (1.44) 
Apple 
4.77 5.87 6.09 5.29 3.73 6.42 6.06 
(1.36) (1.01) (0.97) (1.35) (1.63) (1.01) (1.40) 
Google 
5.19 5.83 6.23 4.46 3.63 6.39 6.28 
(1.19) (1.05) (0.90) (1.40) (1.56) (1.12) (1.00) 
Intel 
4.24 4.59 5.24 3.67 3.22 4.68 4.29 
(1.03) (1.12) (1.12) (1.25) (1.38) (1.86) (1.41) 
Microsoft 
4.58 4.69 5.57 3.88 3.23 5.75 4.88 
(1.09) (1.14) (1.13) (1.26) (1.43) (1.41) (1.52) 
Samsung 
4.36 4.71 5.07 4.01 3.55 5.10 4.49 
(1.14) (1.23) (1.21) (1.35) (1.37) (1.83) (1.59) 
American 
Express 
4.20 4.42 4.98 4.45 3.61 5.05 4.79 
(1.06) (1.15) (1.17) (1.33) (1.48) (1.89) (1.43) 
Citi 
4.00 4.08 4.96 3.96 3.27 4.57 4.40 
(1.14) (1.14) (1.27) (1.39) (1.42) (1.98) (1.38) 
HSBC 
4.18 4.19 4.85 4.21 3.77 3.42 4.09 
(0.97) (0.89) (1.08) (1.17) (1.26) (2.28) (1.51) 
MasterCard 
4.14 4.12 5.07 3.96 3.46 5.08 4.60 
(1.05) (1.07) (1.07) (1.25) (1.43) (1.86) (1.26) 
Visa 
4.21 4.22 5.20 4.05 3.39 5.84 5.39 
(1.07) (1.11) (1.16) (1.33) (1.40) (1.35) (1.06) 
Cartier 
4.22 4.81 5.32 5.65 3.28 4.36 4.73 
(1.10) (1.11) (1.08) (1.10) (1.47) (2.23) (1.68) 
Gucci 
3.79 5.08 5.21 5.74 3.02 5.02 4.63 
(1.33) (1.17) (1.05) (1.02) (1.63) (1.91) (1.67) 
Hermès 
4.11 4.85 5.16 5.58 3.17 4.09 4.45 
(1.12) (1.18) (1.19) (1.33) (1.52) (2.33) (1.84) 
Louis 
Vuitton 
3.71 4.85 5.20 5.64 2.95 5.10 4.58 
(1.25) (1.36) (1.23) (1.15) (1.62) (1.91) (1.74) 
Prada 
3.81 5.11 5.15 5.69 3.15 4.73 4.77 
(1.38) (1.14) (1.10) (1.14) (1.52) (2.07) (1.67) 
Mean (standard deviation); N = 106 
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Descriptive Statistics: Study 4 
Brand Sincerity Excitement Competence Sophistication Ruggedness Familiar Fan 
Boston 
Bruins 
4.43 4.92 4.95 4.37 5.02 5.09 3.58 
(1.53) (1.47) (1.37) (1.67) (1.49) (2.19) (2.35) 
Boston 
Celtics 
4.43 4.77 4.81 4.38 4.67 5.65 3.98 
(1.78) (1.70) (1.67) (1.83) (1.74) (1.89) (1.42) 
Boston Red 
Sox 
4.40 4.65 4.49 4.32 4.99 5.69 3.78 
(1.86) (1.76) (1.83) (1.89) (1.83) (1.81) (2.41) 
N. E. 
Patriots 
4.44 4.96 4.98 4.44 5.32 5.40 3.67 
(1.63) (1.53) (1.51) (1.68) (1.52) (2.00) (2.44) 
N. E. 
Revolution 
3.80 3.96 3.90 3.67 4.24 2.55 1.74 
(1.53) (1.49) (1.55) (1.58) (1.58) (2.01) (1.52) 
D. C. 
United 
3.68 3.91 3.76 3.74 4.27 2.17 1.61 
(1.52) (1.47) (1.53) (1.69) (1.71) (1.94) (1.54) 
Washington 
Capitals 
3.41 3.75 3.64 3.51 3.90 2.89 1.68 
(1.50) (1.54) (1.55) (1.51) (1.64) (2.30) (1.42) 
Washington 
Nationals 
3.78 3.83 3.71 3.60 4.04 2.72 1.46 
(1.43) (1.34) (1.37) (1.56) (1.48) (2.05) (1.17) 
Washington 
Redskins 
3.56 3.84 3.56 3.34 4.29 3.00 1.57 
(1.41) (1.34) (1.43) (1.43) (1.59) (2.25) (1.37) 
Washington 
Wizards 
3.56 3.80 3.58 3.56 3.86 2.90 1.61 
(1.49) (1.54) (1.57) (1.56) (1.66) (2.21) (1.39) 
Mean (standard deviation); N = 99 
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Descriptive Statistics: Study 5 
Brand Sincerity Excitement Competence Sophistication Ruggedness Familiar 
Betty 
Crocker 
4.55 3.67 4.41 3.87 2.65 4.77 
(1.43) (1.42) (1.37) (1.44) (1.52) (2.16) 
Campbell’s 
4.56 3.50 4.63 3.39 3.18 5.41 
(1.46) (1.38) (1.35) (1.41) (1.59) (1.67) 
Kellogg’s 
4.68 3.83 4.80 3.62 3.25 5.86 
(1.42) (1.33) (1.31) (1.49) (1.53) (1.48) 
Nutella 
4.36 4.00 4.62 4.35 3.14 5.54 
(1.54) (1.58) (1.47) (1.72) (1.70) (1.75) 
Pepperidge 
Farm 
4.45 3.58 4.57 3.95 3.15 5.18 
(1.49) (1.39) (1.34) (1.50) (1.45) (1.87) 
Burger King 
3.36 3.45 3.99 2.36 2.76 5.89 
(1.41) (1.56) (1.42) (1.41) (1.63) (1.40) 
McDonald’s 
3.44 3.84 4.48 2.50 2.73 6.38 
(1.31) (1.55) (1.47) (1.46) (1.60) (1.12) 
Subway 
4.18 3.78 4.51 2.95 3.18 6.16 
(1.41) (1.50) (1.36) (1.60) (1.68) (1.30) 
Taco Bell 
3.21 3.81 3.77 2.50 2.86 5.41 
(1.49) (1.71) (1.55) (1.52) (1.71) (1.85) 
Wendy’s 
3.92 3.51 4.11 3.02 2.71 5.66 
(1.35) (1.34) (1.31) (1.45) (1.46) (1.69) 
Mean (standard deviation); N = 133 
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APPENDIX: ADDITIONAL ANALYSES 
Splitting the Sample into More Granular Segments: Geographic Origin and Gender  
Study 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of  
Brand Meaning 
(Associated Variance) 
Geographic Origin Gender 
USA or 
Canada 
Asia or 
Oceania 
Male Female 
Study 1: 
Clothing 
Target (Consensus) 10%* 12%* 9%* 10%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 24%*
A
 24%*
A
 35%*
A
 19%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 17%*
A
 21%*
A
 13%*
A
 20%
A
 
Study 2: 
Brand 
Quality 
Target (Consensus) 17%* 7%* 12%* 14%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 44%*
A
 52%*
A
 46%*
A
 48%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 16%* 23%*
A
 18%* 20%* 
Study 3: 
Most 
Valuable 
Brands 
Target (Consensus) 5%* 5%* 4%* 5%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 20%*
A
 18%*
A
 25%*
A
 12%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 12%*
A
 8%*
A
 12%*
A
 18%
A
 
This analysis includes Familiarity as Covariate; Numbers refer to pooled variances across the five 
personality dimensions (Aaker 1997). 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
 
Sample breakdown by geographic origin and gender in each study 
Study 
USA or 
Canada 
Asia or 
Oceania 
Other 
nationalities 
Male Female 
Not 
Disclosed 
Study 1: 
Clothing 
65 37 12 51 63 0 
57% 32% 11% 45% 55% 0% 
Study 2: 
Brand 
Quality 
70 56 10 52 83 1 
51% 41% 7% 38% 61% 1% 
Study 3: 
Most 
Valuable 
Brands 
70 24 12 48 58 0 
66% 23% 11% 45% 55% 0% 
Number of participants and percentages in each study. 
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Study 2: Percentage of Variance in Brand Quality Ratings  
Per Consumption Domain 
 
Consumption 
Domain 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of Brand 
Meaning (Associated Variance) 
Percentage of 
Variance in 
Brand 
Quality 
Ratings 
Full Sample of 
Brands 
Target (Consensus) 12%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 48%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 19%* 
Cell Phones 
Target (Consensus) 17%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 43%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 29%* 
Media and 
Entertainment 
Target (Consensus) 9%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 56%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 27%* 
Sports Apparel 
Target (Consensus) 21%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 47%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 24%* 
Toothpaste 
Target (Consensus) 4%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 53%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 36%* 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
This analysis includes Familiarity as Covariate; Numbers refer to pooled variances across the five 
personality dimensions (Aaker 1997) 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
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Study 3: Percentage of Variance in Brand Personality Ratings  
Per Consumption Domain 
 
Consumption 
Domain 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of Brand 
Meaning (Associated Variance) 
Percentage of 
Variance in 
Brand 
Quality 
Ratings 
Full Sample of 
Brands 
Target (Consensus) 5%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 18%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 16%*
A
 
Cars 
Target (Consensus) 14%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 22%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 15%* 
Financial 
Services 
Target (Consensus) 1%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 19%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 26%*
A
 
Technology 
Target (Consensus) 5%* 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 18%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 21%*
A
 
Luxury 
Target (Consensus) 0% 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 17%*
A
 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 24%*
A
 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
This analysis includes Familiarity as Covariate; Numbers refer to pooled variances across the five 
personality dimensions (Aaker 1997) 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
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Percentage of Variance Explained in Studies 3, 4, and 5 Using the 2-Item 
Dimensions of Aaker's (2007) Personality Scale 
 
Dimension  
of Brand 
Personality 
Component  
of Brand 
Meaning 
Study 3: 
Most 
Valuable 
Brands 
Study 4: Familiarity Study 5: Food 
High Low Private Public 
  Pooled 
  Brand  
  Personality 
Consensus 6%* 4%* 0% 2%* 3%* 
Idiosyncrasy 23%*
A
 36%*
A
 34%*
A
 26%*
A
 22%*
A
 
Assimilation 19%*
A
 40%*
A
 45%*
A
 44%*
A
 51%*
A
 
  Sincerity 
Consensus 2%* 1%* 0% 1% 7%* 
Idiosyncrasy 29%*
A
 34%*
A
 35%*
A
 21%*
A
 20%* 
Assimilation 25%*
A
 47%*
A
 49%*
A
 49%*
A
 49%* 
  Excitement 
Consensus 7%* 7%* 0% 3% 1%* 
Idiosyncrasy 15%* 38%* 36%*
A
 29%*
A
 25%*
A
 
Assimilation 11%* 35%* 41%*
A
 41%*
A
 49%*
A
 
  Competence 
Consensus 4%* 6%* 0% 0% 2%* 
Idiosyncrasy 20%*
A
 39%* 36%*
A
 23%*
A
 24%*
A
 
Assimilation 14%*
A
 38%* 42%*
A
 44%*
A
 40%*
A
 
  Sophistication 
Consensus 16%* 2%* 0% 6%* 3%* 
Idiosyncrasy 22%* 34%*
A
 28%* 29%* 23%* 
Assimilation 11%* 42%*
A
 52%* 40%* 54%*
A
 
  Ruggedness  
Consensus 1%* 6%* 1%* 2%* 0% 
Idiosyncrasy 26%*
A
 33%* 37%*
A
 26%*
A
 17%*
A
 
Assimilation 33%*
A
 35%* 42%*
A
 47%*
A
 61%*
A
 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
Analyses for Studies 3 and 5 include Familiarity as Covariate, and study 4 uses simple model 
(equation 1). 
In this analysis, each of Aaker's (1997) personality dimensions had two items: the average of 
Aaker's high level items for the dimension (e.g., reliable, intelligent, and successful for 
competence), and the item representing the dimension (e.g., competence). 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
  
  
119 
Percentage of Variance Explained in Studies 3, 4, and 5 Using the Geuens et al 
(2009) Brand Personality Scale 
 
Dimension of 
Brand 
Personality 
Component 
of Brand 
Meaning 
Study 3: 
Most 
Valuable 
Brands 
Study 4: 
Familiarity 
Study 5: Food 
High Low Private Public 
Pooled 
Brand 
Personality 
Consensus 5%* 3%* 0% 1% 2%* 
Idiosyncrasy 19%*
A
 28%*
A
 29%*
A
 20%*
A
 17%*
A
 
Assimilation 14%*
A
 35%*
A
 37%*
A
 30%*
A
 35%*
A
 
Responsibility 
Consensus 1% 2%* 0% 1%* 3%* 
Idiosyncrasy 18%*
A
 30%*
A
 28%*
A
 21%*
A
 12%* 
Assimilation 13%*
A
 39%*
A
 44%*
A
 37%*
A
 30%*
A
 
Activity 
Consensus 5%* 4%* 0% 2% 2%* 
Idiosyncrasy 18%*
A
 25%* 26%*
A
 21%*
A
 14%* 
Assimilation 14%*
A
 29%* 31%*
A
 34%*
A
 38%*
A
 
Aggressiveness 
Consensus 8%* 8%* 0% 0% 1% 
Idiosyncrasy 18%* 34%* 32%*
A
 19%*
A
 23%*
A
 
Assimilation 15%* 33%* 36%*
A
 37%*
A
 41%*
A
 
Simplicity 
Consensus 6%* 0% 0% 1% 2%* 
Idiosyncrasy 24%*
A
 25%*
A
 30%*
A
 26%*
A
 27%*
A
 
Assimilation 13%* 38%*
A
 33%*
A
 21%*
A
 27%*
A
 
Emotionality 
Consensus 3%* 1% 0% 2% 0% 
Idiosyncrasy 19%*
A
 30%*
A
 28%*
A
 14%* 10%*
A
 
Assimilation 17%*
A
 35%*
A
 40%*
A
 23%*
A
 40%*
A
 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
Analyses for Studies 3 and 5 include Familiarity as Covariate. Study 4 uses simple model 
(equation 1). 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
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Percentage of Variance Explained in Studies 3, 4, and 5 Controlling for Response 
Styles  
 
Dimension of 
Brand 
Personality 
Component 
of Brand 
Meaning 
Study 3: 
Most 
Valuable 
Brands 
Study 4: Sports Study 5: Food 
Full 
Sample 
Familiarity Full 
Sample 
Private/Public 
High Low Priv. Pub. 
Pooled  
Brand 
Personality 
Consensus 6%* 6%* 3%* 0% 5%* 1% 2%* 
Idiosyncrasy 19%*
A
 34%*
A
 29%*
A
 27%*
A
 20%*
A
 20%*
A
 16%*
A
 
Assimilation 16%*
A
 27%*
A
 32%*
A
 41%*
A
 28%*
A
 30%*
A
 34%*
A
 
Sincerity 
Consensus 2%* 5%* 2%* 0% 8%* 0% 4%* 
Idiosyncrasy 20%*
A
 36%*
A
 31%*
A
 29%*
A
 20%* 22%*
A
 12%* 
Assimilation 16%*
A
 31%*
A
 38%*
A
 43%*
A
 29%*
A
 36%*
A
 35%
*
 
Excitement 
Consensus 8%* 7%* 4%* 0% 1%* 1%* 1% 
Idiosyncrasy 19%*
A
 32%*
A
 28%* 24%*
A
 24%*
A
 23%*
A
 19%*
A
 
Assimilation 13%* 26%*
A
 31%* 39%*
A
 32%*
A
 30%*
A
 39%*
A
 
Competence 
Consensus 6%* 9%* 5%* 0% 2%* 0% 2%* 
Idiosyncrasy 23%*
A
 37%*
A
 31%* 28%*
A
 19%*
A
 20%*
A
 14%
*
 
Assimilation 16%*
A
 23%* 30%* 42%*
A
 18%*
A
 22%*
A
 20%*
A
 
Sophistication 
Consensus 12%* 5%* 2%* 0% 12%* 2% 2% 
Idiosyncrasy 14%* 32%*
A
 28%*
A
 25%*
A
 19%* 16%
*
 18%*
A
 
Assimilation 10%* 30%*
A
 32%*
A
 45%*
A
 21%* 24%*
A
 31%*
A
 
Ruggedness  
Consensus 0% 6%* 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Idiosyncrasy 18%*
A
 33%*
A
 25%*
A
 29%*
A
 18%*
A
 17%*
A
 17%*
A
 
Assimilation 24%*
A
 24%*
A
 30%*
A
 37%*
A
 41%*
A
 37%*
A
 47%*
A
 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
Brand personality ratings were purified from response styles with the use of residualized scores, 
which were computed after regressing the items from Aaker's (1997) scale on the 3 response style 
indices (i.e., acquiescence, disaquiescence, and extreme response). 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
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Study 4: Contrasts Across Conditions (High and Low Familiarity) Using Three 
Different Approaches to Measure Brand Personality  
  Consensus  Idiosyncrasy Assimilation 
Brand Personality 
Measure 
More 
Familiar 
Brands 
Less 
Familiar 
Brands 
More 
Familiar 
Brands 
Less 
Familiar 
Brands 
More 
Familiar 
Brands 
Less 
Familiar 
Brands 
Aaker’s (1997) scale 
(15-item measure) 
.11* .01 1.04* .78 1.22 1.19 
Aaker’s (1997) scale 
(2 items per 
dimension) 
.14* .01 1.14* .88 1.27 1.16 
Geuens et al’s (2009) 
scale 
.10* .00 1.02* .81 1.25* 1.03 
*: Significantly higher than the other condition at p < .05. 
This table reports variances, rather than percentages of total variance associated with each 
component, in order to facilitate comparison across of the same component of brand meaning 
across subsamples. 
Numbers refer to pooled variances across the five personality dimensions (Aaker 1997, Geuens et 
al 2009). 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table.  
  
122 
Study 4: Percentage of Variance Explained in Aaker’s (1997) Scale, Controlling for 
Brand Usage 
Dimension of 
Brand 
Personality 
Component 
of Brand 
Meaning 
Full 
Sample 
Familiarity 
High Low 
Pooled  
Brand Personality 
Consensus 1%* 0% 0% 
Idiosyncrasy 33%*
A
 28%*
A
 27%*
A
 
Assimilation 28%*
A
 28%*
A
 39%*
A
 
Sincerity 
Consensus 0% 0% 1% 
Idiosyncrasy 35%*
A
 30%*
A
 30%*
A
 
Assimilation 33%*
A
 36%*
A
 40%*
A
 
Excitement 
Consensus 1%* 1%* 0% 
Idiosyncrasy 32%*
A
 29%*
A
 24%*
A
 
Assimilation 26%*
A
 27%*
A
 37%*
A
 
Competence 
Consensus 1%* 1% 0% 
Idiosyncrasy 37%*
A
 31%*
A
 29%*
A
 
Assimilation 25%*
A
 25%*
A
 39%*
A
 
Sophistication 
Consensus 0% 0% 0% 
Idiosyncrasy 31%*
A
 27%*
A
 26%*
A
 
Assimilation 31%*
A
 29%*
A
 43%*
A
 
Ruggedness  
Consensus 0% 0% 1% 
Idiosyncrasy 32%*
A
 25%*
A
 28%*
A
 
Assimilation 25%*
A
 25%*
A
 37%*
A
 
*: p<.05; 
A
: different from brand consensus at p<.05. 
Brand usage refers to the degree to which participants are fans of each sports brand (Hunt, 
Bristol, and Bashaw 1999). 
Variances of measurement effect and its interactions (i.e., measure x brand, measure x consumer, 
measure x consumer x brand) were not included in the table. 
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Study 5: Contrasts Across Conditions (Private and Public Brands) Using Three 
Different Approaches to Measure Brand Personality 
 
  Consensus  Idiosyncrasy Assimilation 
Brand Personality Measure 
Private 
Brands 
Public 
Brands 
Private 
Brands 
Public 
Brands 
Private 
Brands 
Public 
Brands 
Aaker’s (1997) scale 
(15-item measure): 
            
Simple model .03 .07 .62* .53 1.02 1.25* 
Including Familiarity as 
Covariate 
.03 .06 .57* .51 1.02 1.25* 
Aaker’s (1997) scale 
(2 items per dimension): 
            
Simple model .06 .08 .71* .60 1.12 1.35* 
Including Familiarity as 
Covariate 
.06 .07 .66* .58 1.12 1.35* 
Geuens et al.’s (2009) scale: 
            
Simple model .04 .06 .66* .58 .97 1.15* 
Including Familiarity as 
Covariate 
.04 .06 .63* .56 .96 1.15* 
*: Significantly higher than the other condition at p < .05. 
This table reports variances, rather than percentages of total variance associated with each 
component, in order to facilitate comparison across of the same component of brand meaning 
across subsamples. 
Numbers refer to pooled variances across the five personality dimensions (Aaker 1997, Geuens et 
al. 2009). 
Simple model is estimated using equation (1). An additional analysis controls for brand 
familiarity.  
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Study 7: Ratings of Perceived Safety and Attitude for each Brand by Condition 
 
 
Perceived Safety Overall Attitude 
Brand Argument Narrative Argument Narrative 
BMW 
5.48 5.64 2.11 2.30 
(1.18) (1.23) (.98) (.89) 
Mercedes 
6.16* 5.64 2.31 2.25 
(.87) (1.33) (.77) (1.00) 
Toyota 
4.87 5.43* 1.17 1.35 
(1.17) (1.41) (1.31) (1.20) 
Mean (standard deviation). 
*: Significantly higher than the other condition at p < .05. 
Perceived safety scale ranged from 1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“very much”), whereas the attitude items 
ranged from -3 (“bad;” “unpleasant;” unfavorable;” “not likeable”) to +3 (“good;” “pleasant;” 
“favorable;” “likeable”). 
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Study 8: Jackknife Estimates of Variance associated with Each Brand by Condition  
 
 Brand 
Random Effect in 
Componential Model of  
Brand Meaning 
(Associated Variance) 
Full Sample 
Excluding Prior Users of 
Sånd 
Long 
duration  
(3 minutes) 
Short 
duration 
(30 seconds) 
Long 
duration  
(3 minutes) 
Short 
duration 
(30 seconds) 
Sånd 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 38%* 15% 41%* 16% 
Target (Consensus) 0% 0% 0% 2%* 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 13% 35%* 9% 37%* 
Play 
Doh 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 26%* 13% 24%* 8% 
Target (Consensus) 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 39% 45% 40% 49% 
Lego 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 20% 37%* 22% 47%* 
Target (Consensus) 60% 45% 54% 35% 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Silly 
Putty 
Relationship (Idiosyncrasy) 30% 28% 22% 30% 
Target (Consensus) 29% 28% 22% 20% 
Perceiver (Assimilation) 15% 20% 29% 25% 
*: Significantly higher than the other condition at p < .05. 
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APPENDIX: STIMULI USED IN STUDY 6 
In study 6, participants were asked to read three online travel brochures for India, 
Thailand, and Indonesia, which were structured either in narrative or argument form. 
Each brochure consisted of an introductory page followed by twelve attractions, each 
with a picture and a descriptive text. The pictures did not change across conditions. The 
descriptive texts were used to manipulate narrative or argument form. This Appendix 
reports the stimuli used for each country in schematic form to facilitate comparison, with 
the narrative text on the left column and the argument-based text on the right column. 
India 
Narrative: Argument: 
The British called it the "Jewel in the crown." 
The palaces, the temples, the people - all 
woven together in this land of unbelievable 
geographic and cultural diversity. 
On your vacation, you will start out from the 
capital of India, Delhi, and move on to see the 
Taj Mahal. Later, you will go west, and see 
the palaces and temples in the colorful deserts 
of Rajasthan and enjoy a camel safari there 
before heading south. 
Further south, you will visit beaches of Goa, 
tropical forests and backwaters of Kerala and 
finally complete your trip at the southernmost 
tip of India. 
What follows is a glimpse of what you will 
see: 
 
INDIA 
 
The British called it the "Jewel in the crown."  
The palaces, the temples, the people. India - a 
land of unbelievable geographic and cultural 
diversity. 
Some features of your vacation experience 
are: 
 visit to the capital of India, Delhi 
 a camel safari 
 tropical forests 
 the Taj Mahal 
 palaces and temples in the colorful deserts 
of Rajasthan 
 beaches of Goa 
 the southernmost tip of India 
 backwaters of Kerala 
What follows is a glimpse of what you will 
see: 
 
INDIA 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Your plane touches down in Delhi, the 
nation's capital. Here, you can spend a day 
visiting the Red Fort, the former home of the 
Moghal kings in the old city. You will run 
into snake charmers, within the ramparts of 
the Red Fort, as you weave your way through 
narrow streets filled with picturesque 
remnants of a past era. 
 Red Fort, former home of the Moghal 
kings, located in the old city of Delhi, the 
nation's capital. 
 Find snake charmers within the ramparts of 
the Red Fort. 
 Narrow streets filled with picturesque 
remnants of a past era. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Leaving the Red Fort, you wander through the 
marketplaces of Old Delhi and chat with 
vegetable vendors who line the narrow 
streets. Small shops sell everything from 
jewelry to spices, condiments, vegetables, 
handicrafts and hardware. As the shops cater 
mostly to local patrons, you can obtain a good 
picture of daily life in the old city. 
 The marketplaces of Old Delhi, which cater 
mostly to local patrons. 
 Chat with vegetable vendors who line the 
narrow streets. 
 Small shops sell everything from jewelry to 
spices, condiments, vegetables, handicrafts, 
and hardware. 
 A good picture of daily life in the old city. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Only a short trip from Delhi is Agra, home of 
the Taj Mahal. A mausoleum built by Shah 
Jahan for his empress, the Taj is widely 
regarded as the most beautiful man-made 
structure in the world. Remarkable at all times 
of the day, you can visit as the sun rises above 
the early morning mists, and return on a 
moonlit night when the Taj seems to float 
unattached above the blue-green pools in 
front of it. 
 Agra, home to one of the most beautiful 
man-made structures in the world. 
 The Taj Mahal - a mausoleum built by 
Shah Jahan for his empress. 
 Remarkable at all times of the day: when 
the sun rises above the early morning mists, 
or on moonlit nights when the Taj seems to 
float unattached above the blue-green pools 
in front of it. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
From Agra, a half-day's bus ride will take you 
to Rajasthan. It is the home of a warrior race, 
the Rajputs, known for their chivalry and 
valor in defending the nation against ancient 
invaders. Many forts and palaces dot the 
region. You can ride on an elephant to Amber 
Palace, a marble structure of indescribable 
beauty, set against a backdrop of heavily 
wooded hills. 
 Rajasthan, home to the warrior race - the 
Rajputs - known for their chivalry and 
valor in defending the nation against 
ancient invaders. 
 Many forts and palaces dot the region. 
 Elephant ride to Amber Palace - a marble 
structure of indescribable beauty set against 
a backdrop of heavily wooded hills. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Travel further into Rajasthan to the desert 
region. In addition to exploring the villages 
where homes are brightly painted with 
religious and folk motifs, you can take a 
camel safari into the desert, sleeping under 
the stars while the local camel drivers sing 
and exchange folk tales of the Rajput kings 
and queens who once lived in the area. 
 The desert region, where village homes are 
brightly painted with religious and folk 
motifs. 
 A camel safari into the desert. 
 Sleeping under the stars and listening to the 
local camel drivers sing and exchange folk 
tales of the Rajput kings and queens who 
once lived in the area. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Travelling south, you will come to Mount 
Abu, the highest point in the region and 
known for its famous Jain temples. Most of 
these temples have some incredible 
sculptures. The main temple is made entirely 
from marble, with 24 cenotaphs, 184 cellars, 
85 spires, and 1,444 statues and figurines, no 
two of which are identical. 
 Mount Abu - the highest point in the region 
- known for its famous Jain temples. 
 Most temples have some incredible 
sculptures. 
 Main temple is made entirely from marble, 
with 24 cenotaphs, 184 cellars, 85 spires, 
and 1,444 statues and figurines, no two of 
which are identical. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
It's now time for a change of pace. From 
Mount Abu, it is a short plane ride to Goa, a 
one-time Portuguese settlement and one of the 
most beautiful holiday resorts on the western 
seaboard. Soft sun, gentle surf and white sand 
beaches are perfect for swimming and 
sunbathing. And the seafood is terrific. 
 Goa, a one-time Portuguese settlement and 
one of the most beautiful holiday resorts on 
the western seaboard. 
 Soft sun, gentle surf and white sand 
beaches are perfect for swimming and 
sunbathing. 
 Terrific seafood. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
When not relaxing on the beach in Goa, you 
can take a day trip to Anjuna, a beach market 
where gypsy men and women sell exotic silks 
and handicrafts to both local customers and 
travelers. Even if you decide not to buy, it is a 
colorful and unique experience. 
 Anjuna, a beach market where gypsy men 
and women sell exotic silks and handicrafts 
to both local customers and travelers. 
 A colorful and unique experience. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
A half day's journey by plane will take you 
back into the mountains in the south to 
Periyar National Park, a wildlife preserve that 
is home to 1,200 bird and 350 mammal 
species. Imagine rising early in the morning 
and taking a raft trip down the river, where 
you can see wild elephants coming to their 
water holes as well as deer, boar and other 
animals. 
 Periyar National Park - a wildlife preserve 
that is home to 1,200 bird and 350 mammal 
species. 
 Early morning raft trips provide views of 
wild elephants coming to their water holes 
as well as deer, boar and other animals. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Leaving Periyar, you will travel further into 
the mountain wilderness of central India to 
visit the Bhils, a unique tribe that preserves 
many of its ancient customs. You will 
accompany local tribesmen in their early 
morning search for mangoes and other fruits 
that grow wild in the forest. 
 The Bhils. A unique tribe that preserves 
many of its ancient customs. 
 Local tribesmen can be accompanied on 
their early morning search for mangoes and 
other fruits that grow wild in the forest. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Leave the highlands the next morning and, 
after a day's journey, come to Kerala, dubbed 
the "Venice of India". Here, you can travel by 
river boat through the thousands of waterways 
that compose the labyrinth of backwater 
channels in the area. Or, travel by long-boat 
as the local residents do! 
 Kerala, dubbed the "Venice of India." 
 River boats travel through the thousands of 
waterways that compose a labyrinth of 
backwater channels in the area. 
 Travel by long-boat like the local residents. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Your trip will end at Kanyakumari, the 
southernmost tip of India and the confluence 
of the Indian Ocean, the Arabian Sea, and the 
Bay of Bengal. As each sea meets the others, 
it brings with it its own color of sand; red, 
black, and white making the beaches here, 
unique. The sunrises, the sunsets, and the 
rising of the full moon over the ocean, 
provide a beautiful setting and a fitting finale 
to your Indian voyage. 
 Kanyakumari, the southernmost tip of India 
and the confluence of the Indian Ocean, the 
Arabian Sea, and the Bay of Bengal. 
 Unique beaches with three colors of sand - 
red, black, and white - brought in by the 
three seas. 
 Sunrises, sunsets, and the rising of the full 
moon over the ocean provide a beautiful 
setting. 
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Thailand 
Narrative: Argument: 
Imagine a vacation in Thailand, the jewel of 
Southeast Asia, a country of unsurpassed 
beauty and amazing cultural diversity. As you 
travel through the country, you will gain a 
first-hand appreciation of the culture and life 
of the people. 
You will start your vacation in Bangkok 
where you will see the Grand Palace in the 
city and move on to the awe-inspiring temple 
of Wat Arun. From there, a short boat ride 
will take you to the "floating market." This is 
followed by a trip to the ancient capital city of 
Ayutthaya and the Mekong river. You can 
wander through the remote areas of Thailand, 
into the forests, meeting primitive hill tribes 
before you move south to glorious beaches 
that are good for snorkeling, swimming and 
sunbathing. Your trip concludes in some of 
the quiet hilly areas of Thailand, amidst cool 
mountains and lakes. On your vacation, this is 
what you will see: 
 
THAILAND 
 
A vacation in Thailand, the jewel of Southeast 
Asia - a country of unsurpassed beauty and 
amazing cultural diversity. 
Some of the features of your trip include: 
 a first-hand appreciation of the culture and 
life of the people 
 the "floating market" 
 the ancient capital city of Ayutthaya 
 primitive hill tribes in remote forests 
 the awe-inspiring temple of Wat Arun 
 glorious beaches good for snorkeling, 
swimming and sunbathing 
 the Mekong river 
 quiet hilly areas of Thailand, amidst cool 
mountains and lakes 
 the Grand Palace in Bangkok 
Here is what you will experience: 
 
THAILAND 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Your trip begins in Bangkok. You can visit 
the Royal Palace, a vast complex of gold-
studded temples and statues in the center of 
the city itself. Then after lunch, take the river 
taxi to Wat Arun, a temple on the bank of the 
Chao Phya river. It is best viewed in the late 
afternoon, when the rays of the sun sparkle on 
the thousands of pieces of Chinese porcelain 
and glass that cover the statues. 
 A visit to the Royal Palace in Bangkok, a 
vast complex of gold-studded temples and 
statues in the center of the city itself. 
 Wat Arun, a temple on the bank of the 
Chao Phya river; best viewed in late 
afternoon, when the rays of the sun sparkle 
on the thousands of pieces of Chinese 
porcelain and glass that cover the statues. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Just outside Bangkok is the "floating market." 
You could take a river boat ride and join the 
hundreds of boats that gather each morning to 
sell their wares to local customers. Many 
dishes, consisting of rice, vegetables, and 
many types of noodles and fish, are prepared 
for you on the boats, and you can enjoy an 
authentic Thai-style lunch that is prepared 
right in front of your eyes. 
 A floating market outside Bangkok, where 
hundreds of boats gather each morning to 
sell their wares to local customers. 
 Many dishes, consisting of rice, vegetables, 
and many types of noodles and fish, are 
prepared on the boats. 
 Authentic Thai-style lunches prepared on 
the spot. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
From Bangkok, it is only a short bus ride to 
Ayutthaya, a centuries-old city that was once 
the capital of Thailand. There you will see 
incredible sculptures that show the early 
influence of Buddhism in this part of the 
world. Many statues, which are still standing, 
are particularly remarkable in that they have 
been carved from a single, solid rock. 
 Ayutthaya, a centuries-old city that was 
once the capital of Thailand. 
 Incredible sculptures showing the early 
influence of Buddhism in this part of the 
world. 
 Many statues, which are still standing, are 
particularly remarkable in that they have 
been carved from a single, solid rock. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
You then head on to the plains and the forests. 
You can take a bus ride to Kanchanaburi, 
made famous during World War II as the site 
for the filming of "The Bridge on the River 
Kwai." A museum at the location of the 
Japanese prisoner-of-war camp provides 
information about the bridge and the camp 
itself. The river area is picturesque and you 
can spend a leisurely afternoon wandering 
along its banks exploring the town. 
 Kanchanaburi, made famous during World 
War II as the site for the filming of "The 
Bridge on the River Kwai." 
 A museum provides information about the 
bridge and the Japanese prisoner-of-war 
camp. 
 Leisurely walks along the banks of this 
picturesque river and town. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
An early morning bus trip and short walk will 
permit you to visit one of the hill tribes that 
live in the vicinity of Mae Hong Son. The 
tribal villagers have retained their primitive 
culture preparing food and grain, and catching 
fish, using methods similar to those employed 
many centuries before. You will be free to 
wander through the village on your own and 
observe them as they go about their daily 
routine. 
 A visit to one of the hill tribes that live near 
Mae Hong Son. 
 Tribal villagers have retained their 
primitive culture, preparing food and grain, 
and catching fish, using methods similar to 
those employed many centuries before. 
 Observation of villagers in their daily 
routine. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
If you are an early riser, you will be able to 
trek to the Khao Sam Roi Yot, a forest game 
preserve that is home to a variety of wild life. 
In the early morning, park attendants set out 
food for the orangutans and other animals 
who suddenly appear from the forest to 
partake of the feast. 
 Khao Sam Roi Yot, a forest game preserve 
that is home to a variety of wild life. 
 Sights of orangutans and other animals as 
park attendants set out food for them. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Nature has blessed Thailand with a lavishly 
generous soil and climate. Water and sun are 
here in abundance, making the landscape 
green and lush in these low-lying areas of 
Thailand. Paddy fields can be seen practically 
everywhere and farmers still use traditional 
ploughing methods. 
If you go in the planting season, you can see 
how they plant the paddies in what appears to 
be a lot of water with a little bit of soil! 
 Lavishly generous soil, an abundance of 
water and sun make the landscape green 
and lush. 
 Paddy fields are in abundance, and farmers 
still use traditional ploughing methods. 
 Observation of how paddy is planted in 
flooded fields during the planting season. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
It's time to head towards the beach! A local 
airline will take you quickly to the Krabi 
township, on the southwest coast. Before 
moving on, you will be able to stop and watch 
the local fishermen gather their catches in 
large nets that line the shore. 
 The Krabi township on the southwest coast. 
 Sights of the local fishermen gathering 
their catches in large nets that line the 
shore. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
A short boat ride takes you to Phra Nang Bay 
Resort. The resort is a constant delight to the 
eye, with beautiful white beaches contrasted 
against the clear blue of the sea. You will 
spend the night in a rustic hut overlooking the 
shore, where at the end of each day, you can 
sit on your steps and witness some of the 
most awe-inspiring sunsets imaginable. 
 Delightful Phra Nang Bay Resort. 
 Beautiful white beaches contrast against the 
clear blue of the sea. 
 Rustic huts overlooking the shore, from 
where one can witness some of the most 
awe-inspiring sunsets imaginable. 
 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Off the coast of Phra Nang Bay are many 
small islands. Accessible only by small boats 
and surrounded by coral reefs and tropical 
fish, these islands are some of the finest 
snorkeling areas in the world. 
 One of the finest snorkeling areas in the 
world. 
 Islands surrounded by coral reefs and 
tropical fish, accessible only by small 
boats. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
If you thought Thailand was just beaches and 
tropical forests, think again. A half day's 
travel from Krabi, and you will find yourself 
in a beautiful area of wild jungles, rocky 
mountains, and lakes. The region differs from 
other areas in climate, industry, and customs. 
One rolls gently down into the quiet little 
towns where the sight of the forest-clad hills 
provide a stunning backdrop to the small 
temples. 
 Beautiful areas of wild jungles, rocky 
mountains, and lakes. 
 Regional differences in terms of climate, 
industry, and customs. 
 Quiet little towns and small temples set 
against forest-clad hills. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
You will spend your last day by a beautiful 
fresh water lake, where you can swim or, for 
a small fee, entice a local resident to give you 
a ride in his hollowed out wooden canoe. A 
relatively isolated area, this is a tranquil 
retreat for the tired tourist and provides a 
beautiful ending to your Southeast Asia 
experience. 
 Swims at a beautiful fresh water lake. 
 Rides in hollowed-out wooden canoes, 
given by local residents, for a small fee. 
 A relatively isolated area, this is a tranquil 
retreat for the tired tourist. 
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Indonesia 
Narrative: Argument: 
Imagine yourself in the largest archipelago of 
the world, long known as the "Emerald of the 
Equator." With its unrivaled sheer tropical 
beauty, the abundance of its seas, soils and 
natural resources, the uniqueness of its culture 
and the sincere hospitality of its people, 
Indonesia is a world of its own. 
On your vacation, you will start out from 
North Sumatra, then move on to the south of 
the Sumatran island and travel further south 
to the island of Java. In North Sumatra, you 
will encounter one of the world's richest 
tropical-forest ecosystems in Bukit Lawang 
and swim in the serene waters of Lake Toba. 
During your stay in South Sumatra, you will 
visit the natural coastal wetland area of the 
Sembilang National Park, encounter dolphins 
up close and personal in the Kiluan Bay, and 
enjoy beautiful beaches in Krui. Your 
vacation culminates with the wonders of Java, 
starting with the Buddhist temple of 
Borobudur and the Hindu temples of 
Prambanan and finishing with the Mount 
Bromo volcano. What follows is a taste of 
what you will see: 
 
INDONESIA 
 
Long known as the "Emerald of the Equator," 
Indonesia is the largest archipelago of the 
world. Unrivaled sheer tropical beauty. 
Abundant seas, soils and natural resources. 
Unique culture. Sincere hospitality of the 
people. Indonesia - a world of its own. 
Some of the features of your vacation in the 
islands of Sumatra and Java include: 
 Beautiful beaches in Krui 
 Buddhist temple of Borobudur 
 Bukit Lawang, one of the world's richest 
tropical-forest ecosystems 
 The serene waters of Lake Toba 
 Hindu temples of Prambanan 
 The natural coastal wetland area of the 
Sembilang National Park 
 Mount Bromo volcano 
 Dolphin watching in the Kiluan Bay 
What follows is a taste of what you will see: 
 
INDONESIA 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Your trip starts in the wild and enchanting 
forests of Bukit Lawang, North Sumatra, 
which is only a short bus ride away from the 
Kuala Namu International Airport. At the 
Gunung Leuser National Park, you can raft 
along raging rivers and trek through the 
stunning jungle scenery. And of course, visit 
the orangutans! If you are lucky, you may 
even spot one of the Sumatran tigers that live 
in the forest. 
 Bukit Lawang, North Sumatra, and its wild 
and enchanting forests. 
 Visit to Gunung Leuser National Park, with 
raging rivers and stunning jungle scenery. 
 Observation of orangutans and, with luck, 
Sumatran tigers that live in the forest. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Take a bus ride to Berastagi, where you will 
have the rare opportunity to visit a traditional 
village. You will meet the native Karo people 
and check out examples of the Karo Batak 
architecture by getting inside their traditional 
thatched longhouses. 
 Visit to a traditional village in Beratagi and 
the native Karo people. 
 Open access to traditional thatched 
longhouses that characterize the Karo 
Batak architecture. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Only a short trip from Berastagi is Lake Toba, 
the largest volcanic lake in the world. You 
will swim in its quiet waters, take a relaxing 
boat trip and contemplate the serene beauty of 
the lake and its surroundings. 
 Lake Toba - the largest volcanic lake in the 
world. 
 Swimming in the quiet waters of the lake. 
 Boat trip where the serene beauty of the 
lake and its surroundings can be 
contemplated. 
 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Leaving Lake Toba, you will take a day trip 
to South Sumatra. Your first destination in the 
south of the island is Sembilang National 
Park, a natural coastal wet land area. There 
you can enjoy the beauty of mangrove forests 
and explore the swampy areas along the rivers 
and sea. You can also ask officials to take you 
to see crocodiles, snakes, and rare orchids. 
 Sembilang National Park, a natural coastal 
wetland area in South Sumatra. 
 Beautiful mangrove forests. 
 Swampy areas along the rivers and sea. 
 Opportunity to see crocodiles, snakes, and 
rare orchids with the help of officials. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
A half-day's journey will take you to 
Sumatra's southernmost province, Lampung. 
Rent a small boat and get up close and 
personal with the dolphins in the Kiluan Bay. 
You will be amazed by the hundreds of 
dolphins that leap across the waters in 
seeming unison. You may even find one that 
lets you touch it! 
 Kiluan Bay in Sumatra's southernmost 
province, Lampung. 
 Dolphin watching on a small boat. 
 Hundreds of dolphins leap across the 
waters in seeming unison. 
 Some dolphins allow humans to touch 
them. 
 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
While in Lampung, you will spend some time 
in Krui, a paradise for surfing lovers. You can 
surf waves up to 5 meters tall! You can also 
take surf lessons on more tranquil waters, or 
maybe just relax and recharge on Krui's white 
sand. 
 Krui, a paradise for surfing lovers with 
waves up to 5 meters tall. 
 Surf lessons on more tranquil waters. 
 Relaxing and recharging on Krui's white 
sand. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Now it's time for a change of pace! Leave 
Sumatra behind and take a flight from 
Lampung to Jakarta, the capital of Indonesia 
and the economic heart of Java. If shopping is 
your thing, Jakarta offers a lot from high end 
to budget shopping. You can also choose to 
take a nostalgic walk down memory lane in 
Pasar Baru, Jakarta's traditional market 
located in one of the rare streets that is 
actually pedestrian friendly. 
 Jakarta, the capital of Indonesia and the 
economic heart of Java. 
 Jakarta offers a lot from high end to budget 
shopping. 
 Pasar Baru, Jakarta's traditional market, is 
located in one of the rare streets that is 
actually pedestrian friendly. 
 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
You have plenty to do in Jakarta, from green 
parks and historical centers to some of the 
hippest nightlife in Southeast Asia. Don't 
forget to take a walk around the old Dutch 
colonial heart of Kota, and search out your 
first true cup of Java coffee! 
 Multiple leisure options in Jakarta - from 
green parks and historical centers to some 
of the hippest nightlife in Southeast Asia. 
 Opportunity to drink a true cup of Java 
coffee. 
 The old Dutch colonial heart of Kota. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
Travel further south to Yogyakarta, the hub 
for historical and cultural Java. You will 
appreciate the serenity and peace of 
Borobudur, the largest Buddhist temple on 
Earth with hundreds of Buddha images. 
Entering the startlingly detailed galleries and 
terraces within the temple, you will learn 
fascinating tales of ancient gods and long-
resolved battles. 
 Serene and peaceful Borobudur - the 
largest Buddhist temple on Earth. 
 Hundreds of Buddha images. 
 Startlingly detailed galleries and terraces 
within the temple. 
 Fascinating tales of ancient gods and long-
resolved battles. 
 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
Try Gudeg, the most famous dish in 
Yogyakarta. Savor this unique Javanese dish 
made from young jackfruit boiled for several 
hours with palm sugar, coconut milk, garlic 
and spices. The slow melding of flavours and 
textures gives the Gudeg an exquisite taste 
that you will take as one of your sweetest 
memories from Indonesia. 
 Gudeg - the most famous dish in 
Yogyakarta. 
 Unique Javanese dish made from young 
jackfruit boiled for several hours with palm 
sugar, coconut milk, garlic and spices. 
 The slow melding of flavours and textures 
gives the Gudeg an exquisite taste. 
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Narrative: Argument: 
The Prambanan temple complex in Yogyakarta 
will amaze you before you even get inside, as 
the height and pointed architecture of its Hindu 
temples give you an impressive welcome. 
Immerse yourself into the wealth of sculptural 
detail on the great Shiva temple, the nation's 
most outstanding example of Hindu art. Make 
sure you also visit many of the smaller, but no 
less interesting and even more atmospheric 
temples. 
 The Prambanan complex of Hindu temples. 
 Impressively high and pointed architecture. 
 The great Shiva temple - the nation's most 
outstanding example of Hindu art - and its 
wealth of sculptural detail. 
 Visit to many of the smaller, but no less 
interesting and even more atmospheric 
temples. 
 
 
Narrative: Argument: 
You will wrap up your trip in Mount Bromo, 
one of the most active volcanoes in the world. 
After relaxing from a half-day journey from 
Yogyakarta, you will wake up early and hike 
up Mount Penanjakan in time to witness the 
fascinating sunrise over Mount Bromo. The 
magnificent views of the hot lava and small 
explosions that light up the sky will offer a 
wonderful closure to your Indonesian journey. 
 Mount Bromo - one of the most active 
volcanoes in the world. 
 Fascinating sunrise. 
 Magnificent views of the hot lava and small 
explosions that light up the sky. 
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experience results in higher idiosyncrasy. Overall, brands become more or less 
idiosyncratic depending on how and how much they interact with consumers. 
Based on the findings that brands are predominantly idiosyncratic rather than 
consensual and that brand idiosyncrasy can be measured, predicted, and managed, this 
research argues for a reconsideration of current theories and practices related to brand 
positioning and meaning management. 
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RESEARCH IN PROGRESS 
 
“Brand Flings and Identity Play,” with Susan Fournier and Pankaj Aggarwal 
 
Abstract: Marketing has long focused on the value of committed, long-term brand 
relationships to the exclusion of other potentially valuable relationship forms. This study 
focuses on one such relationship manifestation: the brand fling. In-depth ZMET 
interviews provide phenomenological insight into the construct with the identification of 
four core dimensions: brand flings are passionate, a focus of consumer attention, 
frivolous, and transient. Identity play is a central motive for fling engagements: 
consumers experiment with possible selves as they fleetingly bring brands in and out of 
their lives. Experimental work further explores identity play by investigating two ways in 
which consumers can engage with brands when a possible self is activated. Consumers 
may experience the brand as a means to become the possible self (e.g., “wearing the 
brand is helping me become an athlete”) or as its fantasized realization (e.g., “I feel like 
an athlete when I am wearing the brand”). Our core hypothesis is that fantasizing about 
a possible self leads to brand flings, whereas using the brand to operationalize the 
possible self leads to higher levels of commitment characteristic of brand marriages. This 
research illuminates the phenomenology of a profitable brand relationship and reveals 
an important mechanism through which consumers use brands to construct their sense of 
self, with important implications for managers. 
 
“Understanding Stability and Change in Brand Relationships,” with Susan Fournier and 
Jill Avery  
 
Abstract: This paper leverages data from a longitudinal qualitative study of consumers’ 
experiences with the Peapod Internet grocery shopping service to inform structure, 
content, and process issues concerning consumers’ relationships with brands.  We 
provide a framework synthesizing concepts of relational schemas, relationship roles and 
norms, and signaling behaviors to codify the structure of the brand relationship space 
and the mechanisms governing evolution and endurance.  Seven relationship forms are 
identified and illuminated (e.g., best customers, brand as servant, business partners), 
each with a unique set of beliefs, norms, and partner roles and expectations. Several 
interpretative and updating mechanisms within the general behavioral signaling and 
response system shown to govern relationship development dynamics are also inducted, 
including supra-contracting and turning points. By enlivening consumers’ 
interpretations of the relationship outreach and management activities engaged by firms, 
our research offers insight into the efficacy and implication of such practices, and the 
ways in which CRM programs are often misinterpreted and misaligned.   
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